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ABSTRACT
The Front Lines of Student Success: A Phenomenography Exploring the Background and
Knowledge of Primary Role Academic Advisors in Higher Education
by
Alicia N. Abney

The purpose of this qualitative, phenomenographic study was to understand the experiences,
backgrounds, and perspectives of new, primary role academic advisors at four-year public
institutions in the United States. Research on advising has provided insight into advising best
practices and the student perceptions of academic advising; however, there is little research
illustrating current primary role academic advisors and their experience, or perhaps lack thereof.

To receive highly coveted federal and state funding, higher education institutions must show
growth in student success. Academic advisors are on the front lines of student success because
they are tasked with the responsibility of retaining students at the respective institution through
graduation. Research has indicated the importance of effective advising as it directly relates to
student success metrics.

Only recently have a small number of post-secondary graduate programs in the United States
established certificate or degree programs specific to academic advising. Also, there are no
required training standards for the profession. Because of this, advisors arrive on campus with
diverse educational and occupational backgrounds and experiences that may or may not be
related to their work with students that directly impacts student success.
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This research involved interviews with 17 new, primary role academic advisors at four-year
public institutions in the United States. Participants discussed their educational and occupational
backgrounds and experiences prior to entering the advising profession, their training and
development experiences, and their knowledge and perceptions of NACADA’s Core
Competency Model and student development theory as it applies to advising. This study added to
the gaps in literature by providing specific examples of experience and knowledge of academic
advisors currently working with students in the United States. Additionally, there are vast
differences in advisor knowledge and understanding of NACADA’s Conceptual Core
Competency and student development theories. Many advisors are aware of ideas related to
professional best practices whereas others understand specific concepts related to best practices
in academic advising. The findings may be used to address the necessity of implementing a
university-wide, standard training and development program using NACADA’s Core
Competency model as a guide for effective advising practice.
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Chapter 1. Introduction
In 2013, President Barack Obama called for a new College Scorecard to increase
accountability in higher education. During his State of the Union Address, Obama (2013)
addressed Congress “to consider value, affordability, and student outcomes in making
determinations about which colleges and universities receive access to federal student aid” (p. 5).
This measure of accountability led to a resurgence of a popular buzz phrase in higher education:
student success (Wallace & Wallace, 2016).
Definitions of student success in higher education are as diverse as the students enrolled
at institutions across the country. However, when determining accountability, student success is
often measured by three empirical factors: retention, persistence, and graduation rates (Cate &
Miller, 2015a; Nutt, 2003; Wallace & Wallace, 2016). To receive needed state and federal
funding, public institutions must show growth within these three areas in an already competitive
market (Wallace & Wallace, 2016). Resources from states and the federal government, as well as
private granting bodies, are drying up after a half-century of exceptional development and a vast
outpouring of financing (Hunter & White, 2004). Primary role academic advisors were tasked
with the responsibility to retain students through graduation, effectively increasing student
success metrics (Cate & Miller, 2015a; Drake, 2011; Lynch & Lungrin, 2018).
Numerous studies point to academic advising as the primary source for increased student
success (Cate & Miller, 2015a; Kimball & Campbell, 2013; Mayhew et al., 2016; Pascarella &
Terenzini, 2005; White, 2015; Williams & Manning, 2014; Zarges et al., 2018; Zhang et al.,
2019). People that interact with students on a regular basis are the ones who give positive growth
experiences for them, allowing them to identify their objectives and talents and learn how to use
them (Nutt, 2003). When students feel a sense of belonging and know there is at least one caring
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adult on campus supporting them, they are more likely to be retained (Astin, 1984; Drake, 2011;
Light, 2001). Research shows that quality interaction with supportive peers, faculty, staff, and
the campus community greatly influence student retention, persistence, and overall success from
matriculation to graduation (Astin, 1984; Center for Community College Student Engagement,
2018; Drake, 2011; Nutt, 2003; Mayhew et al., 2016; Sheldon et al., 2015; Tinto, 1987). And
while there are numerous individuals on campus ready to assist and support students, academic
advisors offer students with the personal connection to the university that studies indicate is
critical to student retention and performance (Nutt, 2003). Not only does university
administration need to place academic advising as a top institutional priority and ongoing
initiative, but they must hire and train effective primary role advisors following a national
standard to positively impact student success (Lynch & Lungrin, 2018; Sanders & Killion, 2017;
Voller, 2016; Yoder & Joslin, 2015).
In 2013, NACADA: The Global Community for Academic Advisors (NACADA)
documented 11,418 registered members among the following occupation categories: Faculty
Advisor, Academic Advisor, Academic Counselor, Advising Administrator, Licensed Counselor,
Non-Institutional role, Student, Other/None (NACADA, 2013). Of the listed occupation
categories, 773 members selected Academic Advisor as their primary role (NACADA, 2013). By
2015, total membership for NACADA increased to 13,033 (14% growth) with 6,717 members
selecting Academic Advisor as their primary role, an almost 800% increase (NACADA, 2013,
2015). The most recent NACADA member demographic data showed a total membership of
13,877 with 8,433 selecting Academic Advisor as their primary role (NACADA, 2019). Since
President Obama’s initiative to increase accountability within higher education, NACADA’s
membership has increased 21.5% with the academic advisor occupation within the professional
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organization growing by 990.9% (NACADA, 2013, 2019). While not all primary role academic
advisors on campuses across the United States are members of NACADA, this dramatic increase
in membership and the academic advising profession indicates campuses have hired and utilized
the role of academic advising to increase student success metrics.
Table 1
NACADA Membership Demographics

a

2019

2018

13,877

14,773

8,433

6,693

1,809

1,903

366

419

Year
2017
2016
2015
Total Membership
13,223
12,892
13,033
Primary Role Academic Advisors
7,557
7,131
6,717
Advising Administrators
1,602
1,604
1,596
Faculty Advisors
390
368
366

2014

2013

11,294

11,418

5,523

773

1,331

230

304

54

NACADA Member Demographic Information Occupations are divided among the following:

Faculty Advisor, Academic Advisor, Academic Counselor, Advising Administrator, Licensed
Counselor, Non-Institutional, Student, Other, Prefer Not to Answer, Blank.
Note. (NACADA, 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018, 2019).

Primary role academic advisors arrive at their respective institutions with diverse
backgrounds and experiences (Aiken-Wisniewski et al., 2015; Allen, 2007; McGill et al., 2020a).
Unlike many professions, such as nursing, teaching, or broadcast journalism, there is not a direct
path for professionals interested in becoming an academic advisor. Yet, according to O’Banion
(2013b), few student personnel responsibilities occur as frequently or have such a large impact
on so many students. Academic advisors are essential professionals directly tied to student
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success, yet no required training standards exist for the profession. Without training standards
and detailed expectations of advisor experience and education, higher education administration
should not hold advisors accountable for student success metrics that directly relate to funding.
Primary role advisors come from a diverse range of social, academic, and professional
backgrounds (McGill et al., 2020a). Some were hired for their current position with a four-year
degree. Others were required to earn a graduate degree. Some primary role advisors on campus
have a concentrated degree within higher education whereas others have degrees that are in no
way related to higher education. McGill et al. (2020a) described this lack of clarity within the
professional advising career: “… variation and inconsistency in job roles, responsibilities, and
authority; a lack of a unified model of advising; an overabundance of advising models; and
insufficient differentiation of academic advising for other related occupations” (p. 6). To
summarize, academic advisors are in the trenches to increase student success metrics, but there is
not a direct path to the academic advising profession, nor is there a standardization of advisor
training.
Advising structures within higher education institutions in the United States are as
diverse as the advisors who work within them. Since academic advising was established as a
defined activity, many have attempted to provide a standard definition of academic advising that
encompasses the countless duties that fall within the profession (Cate & Miller, 2015a, 2015b).
Without a cohesive definition for advising, NACADA established the Pillars of Academic
Advising (Cate & Miller, 2015a; Schulenberg & Lindhorst, 2008). The Pillars of Academic
Advising first comprised of three documents: the NACADA Concept of Academic Advising
(approved in 2006), the NACADA Statement of Core Values of Academic Advising (revised in
2017), and the Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education (CAS) for
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Academic Advising Programs (AAPs) (published 1985, most recent update in 2015) (Cate &
Miller, 2015a). In 2017, a fourth pillar was added: NACADA’s Core Competencies for
Academic Advising Model (Farr & Cunningham, 2017).
The Core Competency Model is based on three performance-based proficiencies:
Conceptual, Informational, and Relational (Folsom, 2015; Yoder & Joslin, 2015). The National
Academic Advisor Association (NACADA), now known as NACADA: The Global Community
for Academic Advising, created the model to identify the wide variety of knowledge, abilities,
and understanding that support academic advising and is used “to guide professional
development and promote the contributions of academic advising to student development,
progress, and success” (Farr & Cunningham, 2017, pp. 3-4).
Higginson (2000) outlined the core competencies, stating advisors will be better
positioned to provide sensitive, relevant assistance to enhance student achievement if they grasp
the relationship between the advising function and those overall institutional directions. If
effective, mastery level advisors not only know and understand institutional policy
(informational component), but also know how to adequately share those policies with the
student from a student development perspective (conceptual component), advisors are then able
to build rapport with the student using effective communication (relational component).
To be an effective advisor at a mastery level, advisors must know, understand, and utilize
the skills within these three components. According to Habley (1995), “without understanding
(conceptual elements), there is no context for the delivery of services. Without information, there
is no substance to advising. And, without personal skills (relational), the quality of the
advisee/advisor relationship is left to chance” (p. 76). All three of these competencies work
together for effective advising practice. While all three competencies are equally important for
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primary role advisors, the Conceptual Component provides the foundation for high impact
advising (Farr & Cunningham, 2017; Folsom, 2015; Higginson, 2000).
The ideas and theories that advisers must comprehend in order to effectively practice the
art are included in the conceptual component (Folsom, 2015). NACADA’s Conceptual
Component encourages primary role academic advisors to personally know the whole student
visiting their office. To really know the student, primary-role advisors must not only be familiar
with student development theory, but they also must be comfortable selecting the appropriate
theory and applying the theory (or theories) when advising students (Kimball & Campbell, 2013;
Strayhorn, 2013). Effective academic advising requires knowing the whole student, not just
merely knowing prescriptive details of the student (Folsom, 2015; Higginson, 2000; Wallace &
Wallace, 2016).
According to Higginson (2000), the Conceptual Component of the Core Competencies
Model allows advisors to have a better understanding of college students in general as students'
educational and personal requirements must be understood. Student developmental theory is a
framework for comprehending college learning (Strayhorn, 2013). Understanding student
development theory and then learning to connect theory for application when advising students
will guide primary role advisors to work with the whole student, thus enhancing student success
metrics (Kimball & Campbell, 2013).
Statement of the Problem
Only recently have a small number of post-secondary graduate programs in the United
States have established certificate or degree programs specifically on academic advising.
However, since these programs are relatively new, most advisors did not arrive in office by a
direct educational pathway to become a primary role advisor. In addition, there are no
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standardized advising qualifications or baseline educational requirements, so many advisors
arrive on campus with a wide array of backgrounds or as new graduates with diverse
experiences. Higher education administrators risk student success as it relates to retention,
persistence, and graduation rates when effective and ongoing training, professional development,
and educational resources are not provided to prepare primary role academic advisors to work
directly with students.
The purpose of this phenomenography was to understand the experiences, backgrounds,
and perspectives of new, primary role academic advisors at four-year public institutions in the
United States. This study described the perceptions and attitudes of individual, new primary role
academic advisor experience and knowledge of student development theory within NACADA’s
Conceptual Core Competency from two dimensions. These dimensions include educational and
professional background.
Because primary role advisors arrive on campus with a variety of experiences and diverse
educational and occupational backgrounds, using phenomenography as a research method was
appropriate because the approach is focused identifying the different ways in which a
phenomenon is learned or experienced (Bowden, 2000; Marton, 1986; Stolz, 2020; Tight, 2016;
Yates et al., 2012). The phenomenon in this study was the experience of becoming a primary role
academic advisor and the ways each advisor learned about theories and competencies related to
advising best practices in higher education.
This study aimed to illustrate the diverse professional and educational backgrounds of
primary academic advisors and to describe individual advisor experiences using student
development theory when working with students. An illustration of academic advisors currently
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in the field highlighted the need for additional training and professional development for those
without prior knowledge of student development theory and the academic advising profession.
This phenomenography explored the context of academic advisors currently working
with students and how their historical perspective impacted how they perceived their interactions
with students. From a social constructivist worldview, this study sought to explore current
primary role academic advisors’ knowledge and perspectives of NACADA’s Conceptual Core
Competency and various student development theories.
Research Questions
The following research questions guided this study.
Research Question 1. How do primary role academic advisors perceive their educational
and occupational backgrounds influence their work with students?
Research Question 2. Do new primary role academic advisors know of NACADA’s
Conceptual Core Competency? If so, how do primary role academic advisors describe learning
about NACADA’s Conceptual Core Competency?
Research Question 3. What elements of NACADA’s Conceptual Core Competency do
primary role academic advisors report as influencing their work with students?
Research Question 4. How did primary role academic advisors describe learning about
student development theory?
Research Question 5. What are the ways primary role academic advisors perceive that
knowledge of student development theory impacts their work with students?
Significance of the Study
Much of the literature concerning primary role academic advisors in higher education
institutions in the United States is centered around student perceptions of personal advising
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services and job satisfaction of advisors (Bean, 2005; Elliot, 2020; Mu & Fosnacht, 2019;
Sheldon et al., 2015; Smith & Allen, 2018; Sutton & Sankar, 2011; White, 2015; Yenney, 2021;
Young-Jones et al., 2013). However, there is relatively little research illustrating current primary
role academic advisors and their experience, or perhaps lack thereof. In fact, Sheldon et al.’s
2015 study measuring student satisfaction with their assigned advisor’s performance is reflected
in the results of many studies showing advisor knowledge is often inconsistent within an
individual institution, leading to an overall perception of ineffective advisors (Center for
Community College Student Engagement, 2018; Hossler et al., 2009; Smith & Allen, 2018). To
address this gap in the literature and make recommendations for practice, this study sought to
understand the diverse perceptions and experiences of primary role academic advisors working
directly with students on campus.
If increasing student success is a priority of higher education institutions, and senior
administration on campus rely on primary role academic advisors to be effective for retention
efforts, providing a strong, standardized training program and ongoing development is
imperative (Jordan, 2016; Kimball & Campbell, 2013; McDonald, 2019; Sanders & Killion,
2017; Voller, 2016; Wallace & Wallace, 2016; White, 2015; Yoder & Joslin, 2015). A strong
training and ongoing professional development program is necessary to ensure advisors have the
skills to build strong relationships with their advisees and be able to describe the whole student,
not just transactional details about the student (Wallace & Wallace, 2016). To know the whole
student, advisors must have some foundational knowledge of student development theory
(Jordan, 2016; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Roufs, 2007, 2015; White, 2015).
Advisors must establish and comprehend the main components of a college experience in
partnership with other campus stakeholders. They must be willing and prepared to discuss
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with students how certain experiences will enrich and enhance their developmental and
educational experiences (Campbell et al., 2017). While at times advising is prescriptive in nature,
effective academic advising is more developmental, meaning primary role academic advisors
work collaboratively with the student holistically so that the student knows there is at least one
professional adult on campus that is empathetic to their student’s needs, their well-being, and
their goals (Center for Community College Student Engagement, 2018; Drake, 2011; Evans et
al., 2010; Knefelkamp et al., 1978; Smith, 2018; Williams, 2007). As studies have shown,
students who feel they belong are retained more than those that do not have a sense of belonging
on campus (Astin, 1984; Strayhorn, 2014; Tinto, 1987, 1993, 1999, 2006).
If higher education administration is concerned with student success, it is important they
know who is on the front lines working with students. In addition to hiring supportive, caring,
primary role advisors, senior higher education administration must prioritize initial and ongoing
effective training and professional development for advisors because effective academic advising
is directly tied to student retention and student persistence (Center for Community College
Student Engagement, 2018; Drake, 2011; Sheldon et al., 2015; Smith, 2018). The preponderance
of advisors joined the profession with little to no prior experience or training, and the type of
training they received is determined by their institutions' advising structure and available
resources (Yoder & Joslin, 2015). Some new advisors may follow an extensive training and
development plan for weeks before working with students one-on-one; others, however, may be
placed in an office in front of a student on day one (Higginson, 2000; King, 2000; McGill et al.,
2020a, 2020b; McGillin, 2000; Miller, 2016; Yoder & Joslin, 2015).
Definitions of Terms
The following terms are defined for the purpose of this study:
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Academic Advising: For the purpose of this study, the definition of academic advising will be
one of the following:
● According to Noel-Levitz (1997), academic advising is an interactive process in which
the adviser helps the student set and achieve academic goals, acquire relevant information
and services, and make responsible decisions consistent with interests, goals, abilities,
and degree requirements. Advising should be personalized to consider the special needs
of each student, which may include appropriate referral services.
● Schulenberg and Lindhorst (2008) stated, “academic advising has been described as
counseling, learning, mentoring, guiding, encouraging, advocating, navigating, educating,
teaching, and even as friendship…These descriptions have been important attempts to
clarify the profession and are symptomatic of the fluid and interdisciplinary nature of the
field” (p. 43).
● According to O’Banion, one of the first pioneers to conceptualize the meaning of
academic advising, characterized advising as a dynamic, relational process between
advisor and advisee that is attentive to the student's concerns (Cunningham, 2017).
● Crookston (as cited by Cunningham, 2017), a second pioneer of academic advising,
encouraged primary role advisors to focus on the whole student and to not follow a
prescriptive advising approach. He encouraged academic advisors to not just focus on a
student’s specific personal or vocational options, but that academic advisors should also
support a student’s logical reasoning, environmental and interpersonal interactions,
behavioral awareness, and problem-solving, decision-making, and evaluation abilities.
Student Success: Folsom (2015) wrote, “defined broadly, student success includes ‘academic
achievement, engagement in educationally purposeful activities, satisfaction, acquisition of
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desired knowledge, skills, and competencies, persistence, and attainment of educational
objectives’” (p. 4). Student success is often measured by student retention, persistence, and
completion. Wallace and Wallace (2016) concluded that retention rates and graduation rates are
used for institution data, assessment, and outcomes and not student experiences. They wrote,
“retention, persistence, and graduation measure institutional outcomes and not student
experiences, yet they have become the benchmarks used to drive institutional planning and
assessment as well as to define and measure student success” (Wallace & Wallace, 2016, p. 90).
● The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) (2021) defined retention rates as the
percentage of first-year undergraduate students who will be returning to the same
institution in the fall.
● Graduation rates, according to the National Center for Education Statistics (2021),
calculate the percentage of first-time, full-time undergraduate students who finish their
program at the same school within a set time frame. Completion is referred to the time a
student earns a degree, diploma, certificate, or other item for completion (Grites et al.,
2016).
Student Development Theory: Renn and Reason (2013) defined student development theory as
“a body of theories – some derived specifically from research on college students, others adopted
from psychology, sociology, human ecology, and other fields of study – that guides higher
education practice related to promoting student learning and growth” (p. 114). Since the
profession's beginnings, this ideology has influenced student affairs practice and provided as the
justification for institutional programs and services (Evans et al., 2010). It is a concern for the
overall person's development (Evans et al., 2010).
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Delimitations and Limitations
One purpose of this study was to learn whether primary role academic advisors currently
working with students know about student development theory and NACADA’s Conceptual
Core Competency. A limitation within this theoretical framework was the assumption that
knowledge of student development theory and NACADA’s Conceptual Core Competency makes
for a better and more effective academic advisor. Because this study is limited to advisor
perceptions and attitudes during the time of interviewing, the overall effectiveness of the
advisors work with students is unknown. In addition, a limitation within this study was the
assumption that primary role academic advisors learned about and applied theories and
competencies related to best practices.
Equally important, yet unexpected, the pandemic may prove to be a limitation to this
study. In March 2020, many higher education professionals were forced to move their work
remotely, including interactions with students. It can be assumed that remote and virtual
interactions impacted the relationship between the primary role academic advisor and the
student; however, it is too early to determine how the relationship was impacted. In addition, the
pandemic may have impacted primary role academic advisor training and development. Those
that were hired during the pandemic may have not received the same training as those that were
hired prior to the pandemic.
This study is delimited to new primary role academic advisors (0-5 years experience as
an advisor) working in higher education institutions that have direct contact with students.
Individuals with a current occupation that is not of primary role academic advisor (faculty
advisor, counselor, peer advisor, etc.) will be excluded from the study.
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Overview of Study and Conclusion
In 2008, Hagen and Jordan contended that because they have come to advising from a
variety of fields, advisors are capable of drawing on a wide range of theoretical viewpoints. A
major topic of discussion in academic advising is the professionalization of the field. A common
strategy when discussing the professionalization of academic advising is to discuss the diverse
backgrounds and experiences of primary role academic advisors (McGill et al., 2020a, 2020b;
Schulenberg & Lindhorst, 2008; White, 2015). What current literature does not address is the
inclusion of empirical data to demonstrate the diverse backgrounds of advisors.
Academic advising is a professional field within higher education that witnesses stages of
student development, yet there is no research to share what current primary role advisors know,
understand, and use when working with students. Literature and research discuss the importance
of theoretical perspectives, student development theory, and NACADA’s Core Competencies,
yet those interested in academic advising, higher education administration, and campus
stakeholders have no baseline understanding of current advisor knowledge regarding academic
advising.
Because the reality of academic advising is so multidimensional, primary role
advisors must resist adopting exactly one theoretical perspective (Hagan & Jordan, 2008). While
primary role academic advisors may have a robust occupational and educational background, it is
imperative that higher education administration are knowledgeable of those currently in and
those entering the advising profession so that they can create and establish effective advisor
training programs (Campbell & Nutt, 2008; Himes & Schulenberg, 2016; McFarlane & Thomas,
2016;, 2016; Wallace & Wallace, 2016).
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Effective and standardized training and development programs will ensure advisors who
are on the front lines for student retention, persistence, and overall student success, have a
foundational knowledge of advising best practices. McGillin (2000) discussed how many are
critical of academic advising training as it takes place differently not only within all postsecondary education institutions but within the advising models on each campus. Larson et al.
(2018) agreed that “the lack of a cohesive definition [of academic advising] means that the skills,
education, training, and values necessary to advise students may also remain indeterminate” and
the lack of consistency can be perplexing for both students seeking advice and those who supply
it (p. 81). Criticism throughout literature is abundant because advisor training may not be
required for all primary role advisors and, if training is required, it is not standardized (Larson et
al., 2018; McGillin, 2000; Schulenberg & Lindhorst, 2008; Voller, 2016).
When discussing primary role academic advising, advising models and organization on
campus, and advisor training and development, White (2015) identified that the most vital
decision regarding academic advising on campus is that the primary role advisor is well-trained,
well-evaluated, well-rewarded, and fully committed to their profession and service to students.
Anything less puts the entire academic advising enterprise in jeopardy and shortchanges the
students (White, 2015). It is not only important for administration to encourage advisors to
utilize their personal experiences and backgrounds to build student rapport, but it is equally
important to ensure advisors on campus are knowledgeable about student development, the
policies and procedures on campus, inter- and intrapersonal skills along with relationship
building, and all other campus programming and organizations for student use and access.
Without training that is not only effective initially, but also ongoing throughout the advisor’s
career and is centered around the Pillars of Academic Advising, campus administrators put not
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only campus funding based on student success at risk, but the students themselves (Campbell &
Nutt, 2008; Cartwright, 2004; Davis-Jones, 2016; Drake, 2011; Himes & Schulenberg, 2016;
Jordan, 2016; Larson et al., 2018; McFarlane & Thomas, 2016; McGill, 2018; McGill et al.,
2020a, 2020b; Miller, 2016; Voller, 2016; Wallace & Wallace, 2016; White, 2015).
Hunter and White (2004) observed, “Academic advising, well developed and
appropriately accessed, is perhaps the only structured campus endeavor that can guarantee
students sustained interaction with a caring and concerned adult who can help them shape such
an experience” (p. 21). Campus administration must make efforts to know 1) who their advisors
are and what their backgrounds are and 2) how much their advisors understand the students they
will be working with and the professional goals of academic advising. This chapter introduces
readers to the problem to be researched, the purpose of the research, research questions, and the
significance of the study. In addition, readers will find definitions of terms, delimitations, and
limitations of the study. Chapter 2 introduces readers to student development theory,
NACADA’s Pillars of Academic Advising, the history of academic advising, the various
advising approaches and models of advising in the United States, and how academic advising is
directly tied to quantifiable measures of student success such as retention and persistence.
Chapter 3 contains the methodology for this non-experimental, phenomenographic qualitative
study. Chapter 4 is a presentation of the research finding and interview results. Finally, Chapter 5
offers a discussion, conclusion, and recommendations for future studies and for higher education
administrators.
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Chapter 2. Review of Literature
Known to some as “The Boss of Academic Advising,” Virginia Gordon, a trailblazer in
the professionalization of academic advising and a founding member of NACADA: The Global
Community for Academic Advising, once said that academic advising is a necessary part of the
post-secondary academic experience and academic advising helps students find purpose in their
lives, make important decisions about their futures, and take advantage of institutional resources.
(Drake, 2011; McDonald, 2019; Nutt, 2017; Schulenberg & Lindhorst, 2008). Gordon, a strong
advocate for efficient academic advising and a life-long teacher, believed that an effective
academic advisor was one that knew how to work with and develop the whole student as students
navigated the world of higher education (Cate & Miller, 2015a; Higginson, 2000; McDonald,
2019). To know and empathize with the whole student, advisors had to be well versed in theorybased practices, specifically student development theory (Cate & Miller, 2015a; McDonald,
2019). Prior to publishing numerous books related to effective advising, including the first
Handbook for Academic Advising, Gordon produced the first training model handbook for
advisors at Ohio State University (Higginson, 2000; McDonald, 2019).
This chapter provides an overview of academic advising: How academic advising grew to
become a known profession throughout history and how professional organizations have worked
to establish values, concepts, and working definitions and best practices for academic advising.
Also discussed is a brief overview of who advises at institutions within the United States, the
structures in which advising takes place at institutions, and common academic advising
approaches used to effectively advise students. In addition, this chapter reviews literature relating
student development theory and effective academic advising as well as how, according to
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numerous sources and data, effective academic advising is directly related to student success in
higher education.
Conceptual Framework
A constructivist epistemological framework discusses how knowledge is subjective and is
constructed by individuals as well as accepted social and cultural norms. Rogers (1969) stated,
“Every individual exists in a continually changing world of experience in which he is the center”
(p. 483). In relation to advising, the epistemology of constructivism connects previous
knowledge to new information, and learning is a continuing, active process (Mogashoa, 2014;
Musser & Yoder, 2013). For example, primary role academic advisors arrive in office at their
respective institution with their own knowledge and experiences that shape how they approach
their work. After effective training, their knowledge grows and develops as they learn more
about student populations, the mission, values, policies, and procedures of the institution, and the
structure and format of academic advising at the institution. New advisors at an institution
incorporate their previous knowledge and previous experiences with what they learn at their
respective institution.
According to Musser (2012), constructivism is a foundation for developing excellent
advising practices and approaches that work with our student demographics as well as a
framework for any advising theory to be built upon. Further, Creswell and Creswell (2018) stated
“social constructivists believe that individuals seek understanding of the world in which they live
and work” (p. 8).
The constructivist framework encourages scholars, researchers, and practitioners to not
only learn what can be done to improve a specific practice, but to also continue learning and
improving the practice in question (Musser & Yoder, 2013). For example, instead of only hiring
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primary role academic advisors because research states that academic advising is directly tied to
student success, senior administrators employing a constructivist mindset will investigate
effective advising practices, approaches, and theory in order to ensure primary role academic
advisors on campus have the most up-to-date training and professional development to continue
improving the advising experience for students on campus (Kimball & Campbell, 2013; Musser
& Yoder, 2013). This construction of effective academic advising practices falls within the
constructivism concept of active learning and ways for improvement (Kimball & Campbell,
2013; Musser & Yoder, 2013).
Student Development Theory
Primary role academic advisors navigate students through the culture of higher education
by advising the whole student using NACADA’s Core Competencies. To advise the whole
student, primary role advisors must have at least a fundamental understanding of student
development theory (Drake, 2015; Schulenberg & Lindhorst, 2008; Williams, 2007).
Understanding student development theory allows educators to acquire insight that can be used
to develop interventions to improve student learning and progress (Strayhorn, 2013). Just as
there is no unified student development theory to use when directly advising a traditional age
post-secondary education student, there is not a designated theory specific to academic advising.
Primary role academic advisors should draw from a variety of theories to use when working with
students of diverse populations (Drake, 2015).
Evans et al. (2010) confirmed the importance of knowing student development theory as
it allows higher education professionals to identify and address student needs, build healthy
college environments, and formulate regulations. Theories should not be used as the primary
guide for academic advising because all students are different and each student has a unique set
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of needs (Creamer, 2000). Within the social constructivism paradigm, variables (in this case, the
students) differ based on the social constructions and the personal nature of the student, so
having a foundational understanding of student development theory provides primary role
academic advisors with a guide to working with students, especially traditional age students, as
they transition through post-secondary education (Evans et al., 2010; Knefelkamp et al., 1978;
Musser, 2012). A broad overview of student development theory, however, does fall in line with
academic advising best practices and helps to increase student success metrics.
The first dedicated primary role academic advisors in higher education arrived on campus
with psychology backgrounds, such as counseling (Himes & Schulenberg, 2016). Because the
20th century expansion of higher education and greater access relied on developmental resources
that focused on the whole student, counselors incorporated theories to aid in student
psychological needs (Himes & Schulenberg, 2016; Wallace & Wallace, 2016). These theories
were used in order to help the student as they experienced the transition to higher education and
provided guidance for decision making, goal setting, problem solving, and other areas to develop
the whole student (Himes & Schulenberg, 2016; Kimball & Campbell, 2013; Wallace &
Wallace, 2016). The theories advisors most commonly use fall within the following clusters, or
categories: psychosocial identity, cognitive development, and typological theories (ChamplinScharff, 2010; Creamer, 2000; Musser & Yoder, 2013). Other theories used include career
development theory, learning theory, multicultural theory, retention theory, and moral
development theory (Creamer, 2000).
While it is important to not completely rely on student development theory to make
assumptions about student behavior and student success, primary role academic advisors can
effectively use theories that are specific to the development of traditional age students to address
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student needs, provide explanations for student behavior, and advocate for student resources that
promote the whole student and student growth (Harris, 2018; Jordan, 2016; Musser & Yoder,
2013). Throughout the literature, understanding and knowing how and when to apply various
student development theories relates to academic advising best practices (Himes & Schulenberg,
2016; Jordan, 2016; O’Banion, 2013b; Roufs, 2015). Knowing how and when to apply various
theories allows primary role academic advisors to build strong, trusting relationships with
students because, by applying these theories by asking the right probing questions, students learn
that their academic advisor is a trusted, caring, reliable resource on campus (Creamer, 2000;
Drake, 2011; Jordan, 2015; Kimball & Campbell, 2013; Musser & Yoder, 2013).
Musser and Yoder (2013) discussed the importance of academic advisors applying
theory, specifically student development theory, because within a constructivist framework that
primary role academic advisors can use their previous experiences and their own personal
background along with what they have learned about students to make sense of the student’s
specific situation and how to best guide and advocate for the student moving forward. Knowing
and having the ability to apply a number of theories allows the advisor to ask, “How can theory
help me become a better advisor and strengthen my knowledge and skills in advising?” (Musser
& Yoder, 2013). However, not all current, primary role academic advisors are knowledgeable of
student development theory, advising best practices, or even the history of academic advising
and how it impacts their work in office with students (Musser & Yoder, 2013). When primary
role academic advisors understand student development theory, they can use that knowledge to
better guide and advocate for the success of their students (Himes & Schulenberg, 2013; Musser
& Yoder, 2013; Roufs, 2007, 2015). Theory serves as a link between just advising a student what
coursework to take and coaching students toward lifelong decisions (Roufs, 2007).
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History of Academic Advising
Knowing the history of higher education and academic advising is certainly not a
prerequisite for new primary role academic advisors in higher education; however, understanding
history provides new and current primary role academic advisors with the foundation to build
their own advising philosophy based on theory and advising approaches as they relate to student
interactions. In addition to the overall knowledge and understanding of academic advising within
higher education, it is important for academic advisors to know the history of their own
respective institution and how the institution’s mission, vision, and guiding practices influence
the campus culture (Farr & Cunningham, 2017; Musser & Yoder, 2013).
Other Duties as Assigned: Academic Advising as an Undefined Activity
The first era of academic advising within higher education began in 1636 with the
founding of Harvard College and lasted until 1870 (Cate & Miller, 2015a; Cook, 2009; Himes &
Schulenberg, 2016; Thelin, 2019; Thelin & Hirschy, 2009). Throughout the 1600s and 1700s,
higher education faculty and administration acted within in loco parentis (Cook, 2009; Lake,
2013; Thelin, 2019). Relationships between students and faculty were very formal and the
curriculum was centered on the classics such as arithmetic and Latin with strict recitation
assessments (Cate & Miller, 2015a; Himes & Schulenberg, 2016; Thelin, 2019; Thelin &
Hirschy, 2009). Prior to the American Revolution, the goal of wealthy, New England families
was to create future influential leaders within the community and to do this, faculty were known
to be disciplinarians and were delegated the work of enforcing family and clergy rules (Himes &
Schulenberg, 2016; Lake, 2013; Thelin, 2019; Thelin & Hirschy, 2009). As time goes on,
however, pre-American Revolution higher education ideals shift as the country continues to
grow and citizens become more diverse.

35

The 1800s brought the American Civil War and the Morrill Act of 1862. By 1860, the
United States added 216 higher education institutions to the 25 degree granting institutions
established before 1800 (Frost, 2000; Himes & Schulenberg, 2016; Thelin, 2019; Thelin &
Hirschy, 2009). Not only were institutions created specifically for women, but AfricanAmerican/Black American citizens and Roman Catholic citizens were enrolling in institutions
(Cook, 2009; Himes & Schulenberg, 2016; Thelin, 2019; Thelin & Hirschy, 2009). In addition to
a growing demographic and new institutions, the task of advising students was assigned to
faculty (Cook, 2009; Himes & Schulenberg, 2016). In a letter to his mother dated June 1841, the
future United States President Rutherford B. Hayes argued:
A new rule has been established that each student shall choose from among the faculty
some one who is to be his adviser and friend in all matters in which assistance is desired
and is to be the medium of communication between the student and faculty. (Cook, 2009,
p. 27)
It is believed this is the first use of the term advisor for higher education institutions in the
United States (Cook, 2009). The duty of advising students and being a mentor to students
became a popular theme as institutions grew and evolved.
The Morrill Act of 1862 brought practicality to the classroom to adapt to growing
industries in the country, especially within the fields of agriculture and engineering (Cook, 2009;
Himes & Schulenberg, 2016; Thelin, 2019; Thelin & Hirschy, 2009). Higher education was no
longer for the elite, more middle-class families were able to send their children to college,
leading to not only higher enrollments, but a more diverse student body. The growth of the
elective systems and faculty teaching within their area of expertise, rather than all classical
subjects, led to an expansion of student needs (Cook, 2009; Frost, 2000; Himes & Schulenberg,
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2016; Thelin, 2019; Thelin & Hirschy, 2009). This continued growth led to greater needs for
student services and student support.
Academic Advising as a Defined Activity, but Unexamined
The second era of the history of academic advising in the United States began in 1870
and ended in 1970-1971 (Cate & Miller, 2015a; Himes & Schulenberg, 2016). During this time,
major historical events shaping the country took place, including World War I (1914-1918),
World War II (1940-1945), and the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Major education initiatives also
took place during this time, such as the Hatch Act (1887), the Morrill Act of 1890, the
Vocational Education Act (1917), the establishment of The Serviceman’s Readjustment Act in
1944, the 1946 Presidential Higher Education Commission, John F. Kennedy’s establishment of
the Vocational Education Act in 1964, and the Higher Education Act established in 1965. During
this time of numerous changes, higher education institutions spanned the entire country and were
providing opportunities for students that would have not been able to attend post-secondary
education in the previous era (Schulenberg & Lindhorst, 2008; Thelin, 2019; Thelin & Hirschy,
2009).
With a growing enrollment with not only diverse students, but students with diverse
needs, institutions began to realize the importance of educating the whole student (Creamer,
2000; Creamer & Creamer, 1994; Crookston, 1994; Kuh et al., 2010; O’Banion, 2013b). Student
life and campus traditions became part of the campus culture with the establishment of clubs and
organizations and athletic teams (Thelin, 2019; Thelin & Hirschy, 2009). In the late 1890s,
William Rainy Harper, founding president of the University of Chicago, made impressive
changes to not only the University of Chicago, but to American Higher Education in general
(Cook, 2009; Thelin, 2019; Thelin & Hirschy, 2009). By focusing on the whole student, he

37

established a two-year junior college, summer terms, scientific labs and an observatory, a
university library, a research institute laboratory, graduate programs and professional schools,
and many more innovative programs (Cook, 2009; Thelin, 2019). He was one of the first to
begin collecting student data and could see that scholarly research within higher education would
become an important topic within higher education (Cook, 2009).
With these changes and continuous growth in place, advising students became necessary.
According to Cate and Miller (2015a), “Daniel Coit Gilman, President of Johns Hopkins
University, coined the term adviser to refer to anyone (usually a faculty member) who prescribed
advice to students concerning academic, social, or personal matters” (p. 39). With this move, he
assigned faculty to serve as a mentor, counselor, and advisor to each enrolled student to guide
students through curriculum and program choices and make approvals when required (Cook,
2009; Himes & Schulenberg, 2016). In addition to Johns Hopkins University, other college and
university presidents of prominent institutions such as Harvard, Brown, Columbia, and Oberlin,
made advising a campus priority (Cook, 2009; Frost, 2000; Himes & Schulenberg, 2016). This
led to a growing, nationwide trend.
Himes and Schulenberg (2016) clarified, explaining the fundamental objective of
advising appears to be to assist students in making informed educational decisions, as well as to
advocate for and mediate the student-faculty relationship. Faculty assigned advising duties were
to inquire about the student’s developmental needs and inquire about a student’s social, mental,
spiritual, and emotional needs (Frost, 2000; Himes & Schulenberg, 2016; Schulenberg &
Lindhorst, 2008). At the University of Pennsylvania, each faculty member was assigned 30
students to be their advisees (Cook, 2009; Hansen, 1917). This was, according to Hansen (1917),
“the chance to guide men in the proper channel, to help mold and direct the lives of men during
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the plastic period of the freshman year, this is the sacred duty of the freshman adviser” (p. 201).
This was just the beginning of the advising role, providing guidance for the whole student in
post-secondary education.
The need for advising grew immensely following World War II. Cook (2009) discussed
that in 1920, many schools and universities had a variety of mechanisms in place to provide
academic help to students, including freshmen advisors, faculty advisors, and other counseling
specialists. This began the delegation of advising duties within academic affairs on campus
rather than a task only assigned to faculty (Cook, 2009; Frost, 2000; Himes & Schulenberg,
2016). By the 1930s, student personnel work, including academic advising, became a campus
norm (Cook, 2009; Frost, 2000; Himes & Schulenberg, 2016). The University of Chicago
provided principles for those counseling students, stressing the importance of the whole student,
and providing guidance for students as they navigate higher education (Cook, 2009). Himes and
Schulenberg (2016) shared expectations from a multi-institution study from the 1920s, writing
“advisors were expected to master complex interpersonal skills that allowed them to interpret
student information, gather additional information about students’ interests, and identify areas in
which the student may need support to engage in a full and honest conversation” (p. 8).
The unique student needs and knowledge on how to communicate with a diverse group of
students only increased after World War II with the establishment of The Servicemen’s
Readjustment Act of 1944 (Cook, 2009; Schulenberg & Lindhorst, 2008; Thelin, 2019; Thelin &
Hirschy, 2009). Not only were those in advising roles expected to discuss career aspirations and
goals, but to effectively work with Veterans returning from active duty, advisors needed to know
how to interview for psychological testing and guide Veteran students through not only the
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academic process, but the personal post-war adjustment (Cook, 2009; Schulenberg & Lindhorst,
2008, 2010; Thelin, 2019; Thelin & Hirschy, 2009).
Himes and Schulenberg (2016) highlighted, “the first dedicated academic advisors and
advising units were created during the 1950s. The first primary-role advisors – representatives of
the institution whose main responsibility was advising students – often came from counseling
and psychology backgrounds” (p. 8). The goal of these academic advising units was specifically
to guide students through post-secondary education and aide in the development of the whole
student, meeting each student’s unique needs. The work of tracking degree requirements,
counseling students to be successful, and sharing resources provided the foundation for the
primary role academic advisor and advisor approaches and theory.
Becoming a Profession: Academic Advising as a Defined and Examined Activity
The third era of academic advising began in the early 1970s and continues today (Cook,
2009; Frost, 2000; Himes & Schulenberg, 2016). In the late 1950s to early 1960s, advising was
still a service mostly performed by faculty; however, with greater access to higher education and
an extreme increase in enrollment (approximately 400% between the 1960s and the 1980s),
especially within community colleges, administration quickly learned that dedicated advisors
were needed on campus to ensure student success (Cook, 2009; Frost, 2000; Himes &
Schulenberg, 2016; O’Banion, 2013a). Small changes began in the 1960s, such as differentiating
advising from counseling and creating primary role academic advisor roles in addition to
primary-role advisors (Cook, 2009; Himes & Schulenberg, 2016). While there were small
changes in the decades prior, the 1970s proved to be a major turning point in academic advising.
In 1972, Crookston and O’Banion published separate articles that are now known as the
foundational works of the academic advising profession. Prior to these two articles,
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administrators had encouraged faculty advisors to work with the whole student and counseling
and psychology backgrounds were encouraged for those moving into primary advising roles.
Crookston and O’Banion’s articles, however, deliberately intertwined student development
theory and academic advising, sharing that the only way to increase student retention was to
deliberately advise the whole student (Cate & Miller, 2015a; Cook, 2009; Crookston, 1994;
Frost, 2000; Himes & Schulenberg, 2016, O’Banion, 2013b). They both introduced
developmental advising, the advising relationship, and specific roles and duties of advising to
higher education administration, faculty advisors, and primary role academic advisors (Cate &
Miller, 2015a; Crookston, 1994; Frost, 2000; Himes & Schulenberg, 2016; O’Banion, 2013b).
Following the first conference dedicated to academic advising in 1977, a team of
dedicated professional, primary-role academic advisors began the process of creating a
professional organization for academic advising (Cook, 2009). In 1979, NACADA: The Global
Community for Academic Advising was established boasting a first-year membership of 500 in
its first year (Cook, 2009; Frost, 2000; Himes & Schulenberg, 2016). Himes and Schulenberg
(2016) shared that the organization, through publication venues, conferences, and commissions,
encouraged the debate around academic advising by creating leadership among the team of
academic advisors and garnering commitment to scholarship-based practice. Research and
scholarly inquiry became a topic of interest not only because of how effective it could be in
regard to student retention and graduation, but also to ensure administration and campus
stakeholders that investing in academic advising should always be a priority and never phased
out when facing budget cuts (Cate & Miller, 2015a; Cook, 2009; Himes & Schulenberg, 2016;
Walsh, 1979). Yet there still was not a standard, universal definition of academic advising. While
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academic advisors were pushing for professionalization, the actual duties of advising had yet to
be defined.
In 1978, academic advising was either defined as premajor advising or major advising
with faculty still assigned the majority of advising duties (Cook, 2009). This differed from
Crookston’s definition of academic advising, yet Crookston’s definition was still more of an
instructional guide of how to advise effectively rather than defining advising (Crookston, 1994;
Frost, 2000). Walsh (1979) continued to stress the importance of developmental advising rather
than the bureaucratic nature of higher education. Also in 1979, Grites, speaking to campus
administration and stakeholders, solidified the importance of academic advising by providing a
seemingly comprehensive definition and roles of primary role advisors. He posited:
Academic advising in American higher education has evolved from a routine, isolated,
single-purpose, faculty activity to a comprehensive process of academic, career, and
personal development performed by personnel from most elements of the campus
community. This evolution has resulted from changing enrollment patterns, a new
diversity of college students, increased student involvement in academic process, and the
recent economic and labor conditions of the country; it has been reflected in the attitudes
toward advising, a changing definition of advising, and a limited number of theoretical
models of advising. (p. 1)
In accordance with Crookston and O’Banion’s developmental advising practice, Grites (1979)
defined academic advising as a “decision-making process during which students realize their
maximum educational potential through communication and information exchanges with an
advisor” (p. 1). This established the collaborative effort of academic advising within the
approach of developmental advising.
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Following these seminal works and statements, the academic advising profession
continued to grow and evolve. In 1981, NACADA published its first academic journal (Cook,
2009). The American College Testing Program (ACT) began assessing academic advising on
campus, many showing students were dissatisfied with the advising services they received on
campus (Himes & Schulenberg, 2016). This resulted in a more structured campus approach to
advising, delegating duties to primary role advisors or faculty advisors through a systematic
approach (Cate & Miller, 2015a; Cook, 2009; Himes & Schulenberg, 2016). Cate and Miller
(2015a) investigated the amount of primary role academic advisors on campuses in the United
States as the number grew from 2% in 1979 to 72% in 1997. Because of this dissatisfaction and
continuous growth, organized systems of academic advising were established on campuses with
futile attempts to train incoming advisors (Cate & Miller, 2015a; Cook, 2009; Himes &
Schulenberg, 2016).
Major events followed, including NACADA’s first summer training and development
institute in 1986, Standards and Guidelines for Academic Advising Programs Council for the
Advancement of Standards (CAS) in Higher Education published in 1986, NACADA awarded
the first Research Grants to those interested in scholarly inquiry and research within the
academic advising profession in 1988, Gordon published the Handbook of Academic Advising
in 1992, in 1994 the NACADA Journal published classical works that laid the foundation for
academic advising, such as Crookston (1994) and O’Banion’s (1994) works, and in 1995
university assessment of academic advising became popular, leading to additional national
assessments for academic advising that were later published in the new NACADA monograph
series as well as other reputable academic journals (Cate & Miller, 2015a; Cook, 2009; Council
for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education, 2003; Himes & Schulenberg, 2016).
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In the early 2000s, a time of which some believe is a fourth era of academic advising,
NACADA, with the addition of CAS, developed the four pillars of academic advising: The
Concept of Academic Advising, Core Competencies of Academic Advising, Core Values of
Academic Advising, and the Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education:
Standards and Guidelines for Academic Advising (Cate & Miller, 2015a; Himes & Schulenberg,
2016; NACADA, 2021). Despite these innovations, attempts at a standardized definition,
growing research and scholarly inquiry, and campus-wide and national assessments, there still
was not a standard, mandatory training for those entering the professional academic advising
career. Frost (2000) contemplated that although theory and research may support undergraduates
with advising and other facets of their academic experience, too little has been done to put these
theories and research into practice. Frost (2000) concluded, stating “in other words, action lags
behind thought, leaving a gap to be filled” (p. 13).
Defining Academic Advising as a Profession
To date, there is not a standard definition for academic advising. There are, however,
published guidelines defining the competencies, values, concepts, and expectations for effective
academic advising in higher education. NACADA (2021) lists four Pillars of Academic
Advising: Concept of Academic Advising, Core Values of Academic Advising, Core
Competencies of Academic Advising, and The Council for the Advancement of Standards in
Higher Education: Standards and Guidelines for Academic Advising. These four pillars provide
academic advisors and the campus community with the guiding principles and best practices for
effective academic advising (NACADA, 2021). While there is not a universally accepted
definition of academic advising that encompasses the expectations and standards of academic
advising, NACADA’s Board of Directors created the Pillars of Academic Advising (Cate &
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Miller, 2015a; NACADA, 2021). The Pillars of Academic Advising are comprised of four
documents: NACADA’s Concept of Academic Advising, NACADA’s Core Values of Academic
Advising, NACADA’s Core Competency Model for Academic Advising, and the Council for the
Advancement of Standards (CAS)’s Standards and Guidelines of Academic Advising Programs
(NACADA, 2021).
NACADA’s Concept of Academic Advising
The Concept of Academic Advising comprises three components for primary role
academic advisor practice: curriculum, pedagogy, and student learning outcomes (Cate & Miller,
2015a; Himes & Schulenberg, 2016; NACADA, 2006). Within the concept, academic advising
reflects teaching by working with students so that they understand the campus culture and
campus curriculum (Cate & Miller, 2015a). When a student learns and begins to navigate the
culture of the university independently without prescriptive guidance from the advisor, the
student completes a learning outcome (Cate & Miller, 2015a; Himes & Schulenberg, 2016;
Robbins, 2012). NACADA (2006) explained, “Academic advising synthesizes and
contextualizes students’ educational experiences within the frameworks of their aspirations,
abilities and lives to extend learning beyond campus boundaries and timeframes” (para. 9).
NACADA’s Core Values of Academic Advising
NACADA’s Core Values of Academic Advising are inclusive to all those within the
campus community that perform advising duties (Cate & Miller, 2015a; NACADA, 2017b). The
Core Values of Academic Advising are seven areas of guidance for the advising community:
Respect, Professionalism, Integrity, Inclusivity, Empowerment, Caring, and Commitment
(NACADA, 2017b). NACADA outlined how the Statement of Core Values for Academic
Advising provides a framework for professional behavior and serves as a reminder to advisors of

45

their commitments to students, colleagues, institutions, society, and themselves (Cate & Miller,
2015a). The Core Values provide the ethical foundations for all advisors.
NACADA’s Core Competency Model for Academic Advising
In 2003, NACADA created a Certification Task Force to identify advising competencies
that all primary role academic advisors should be able to demonstrate for effective advising (Cate
& Miller, 2015a; Farr & Cunningham, 2017; Himes & Schulenberg, 2016). Five competencies
were articulated: foundations knowledge, knowledge of post-secondary student characteristics,
skills and knowledge as it relates to career advising, knowledge of the respective institution in
which the advisor is employed, and strong communication and interpersonal skills (Cate &
Miller, 2015a; Himes & Schulenberg, 2016). Habley then grouped these competencies into three
categorical competencies: Conceptual, Informational, and Relational (Folsom, 2015; Miller,
2016).
In 2017, NACADA’s Professional Development Committee created the NACADA
Academic Advising Core Competency Model for Academic Advising (see Figure 1). This model
was created in order to recognize the entire range of knowledge, abilities, and understanding that
enable academic advising; to drive professional development; and to enhance advising's
contributions to student development, advancement, and success (NACADA, 2017a). The
purpose of these three core competencies is to provide guidance for training programs and
tangible goals for advisors to achieve to be successful (Farr & Cunningham, 2017; Folsom, 2015;
Miller, 2016; Yoder & Joslin, 2015). Folsom (2015) assessed the competencies, “to achieve
excellence, advisors must understand the three essential components of advising – conceptual,
informational, and relational – as well as synthesize and apply them in advising interactions” (p.
8). Soon after, the New Advisor Development Chart was designed based on NACADA’s Core
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Competency Model and is to be used as a guide for training programs (Folsom, 2015; Folsom et
al., 2015).
Figure 1
NACADA's Core Competency Model

Note. (NACADA, 2021).
The Conceptual Core Competency is the foundational concepts of advising that advisors
must comprehend to be successful, detailing that academic advising is much more than simply
sharing what coursework must be completed to earn a degree (NACADA, 2017a; Robbins,
2012). It comprises theory related to academic advising, the history of advising and how it
relates to current practice, and the numerous approaches related to advising. The Conceptual
Component includes an understanding, and later, a mastery, of the following: (a) the history and
role of academic advising in higher education, (b) NACADA’s Core Values of Academic
Advising, (c) theory relevant to academic advising, (d) academic advising approaches and
strategies, (e) expected outcomes of academic advising, and (f) how equitable and inclusive
environments are created and maintained (Farr & Cunningham, 2017; NACADA, 2017a). This
area is often ignored during new advisor training, and advisor training in general (McGillin,
2000).
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The specific knowledge within the Informational Core Competency is based on the
institution where the advisor is employed. It includes campus resources, programs and majors,
campus policies, legal and ethical issues within higher education and working with students, and
the duties of a primary role academic advisor. The Informational Component of the Core
Conceptual Model includes the following: (a) institution specific history, mission, vision, values,
and culture; (b) curriculum, degree programs, and other academic requirements and options; (c)
Institution specific policies, procedures, rules, and regulations; (d) legal guidelines of advising
practice, including privacy regulations and confidentiality; (e) the characteristics, needs, and
experiences of major and emerging student populations; (f) campus and community resources
that support student success; and (g) information technology applicable to relevant advising roles
(Farr & Cunningham, 2017; NACADA, 2017a). Because each category within the seven
categories of the Informational Component is complex, Higginson (2000) grouped them into four
categories: internal environment, external environment, student needs, and advisor selfknowledge (Higginson, 2000; Miller, 2016). The majority of primary role academic advising
training is focused within the Informational Core Competency and, while this knowledge is
relevant and important, it certainly situates academic advising within a prescribed academic
advising approach (Robbins, 2012).
The third Core Competency Component is the one that brings all the information together
when working with the student. Advisors learn the “what” of academic advising with the
Informational Core Competency and the “why” of academic advising with the Conceptual Core
Competency. The Relational Core Competency discussed the “how” of academic advising. It is
the mostly intangible Relational Component that includes the following abilities: (a) articulate a
personal philosophy of academic advising; (b) create rapport and build academic advising
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relationships; (c) communicate in an inclusive and respectful manner; plan and conduct
successful advising interactions; (d) promote student understanding of the logic and purpose of
the curriculum; (e) facilitate problem solving, decision-making, meaning-making, planning, and
goal setting; and (f) engage in on-going assessment and development of self and the advising
practice (Farr & Cunningham, 2017; NACADA, 2017a).
Primary role academic advisors must know how to effectively share the information and
resources with each individual student that enters their office. It is how they connect with
students. The Relational Component takes all the abilities from the Conceptual and the
Information Core Competencies, blends them together, and then delivers to the student through a
conversation that is mutually respective and supportive. The Relational Component determines
how relatable the advisor is with their advisees and how effective communication is with
advisor/advisee interactions (Farr & Cunningham, 2017; NACADA, 2017a). The interpersonal
abilities that an advisor requires to engage students in the advising process are included in the
relational component (Robbins, 2012). Puroway (2016) analyzed academic advising by a
Freirean-Inspired approach, which addresses dialogue within the Relational Core Competency as
a mutually respective action where both parties contribute equally. Separating from constructivist
epistemology, Puroway described this communication as the significance of the teacher's
willingness to learn from the students and to engage in mutual discussion with students and that
advisors must explore and comprehend their perspectives and experiences.
There may be confusion between the Conceptual Core Competency and the Relational
Core Competency. The Conceptual Core Competency is the delivery of the context and what
advisors must understand to effectively work with students, but the Relational Component is how
that context is delivered and conveyed when working with students (Farr & Cunningham, 2017).
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For academic advisors to work effectively with students to increase student success, advisors
must (a) know the whole student, (b) know the campus culture to deliver campus resources, and
(c) effectively communicate with the student using strong inter- and intrapersonal skills.
The Council for the Advancement of Standards (CAS): Standards and Guidelines for
Academic Advising Programs
The fourth and final Pillar of Academic Advising is the oldest of all pillars, appearing in
1986, the Council for the Advancement of Standards (CAS): Standards and Guidelines for
Academic Advising Programs (AAP) (Cate & Miller, 2015a). The necessity for clear rules for
both practice and preparation for the student affairs profession prompted professional groups,
including the American College Personnel Association (ACPA) and the National Association of
Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA), to create CAS (Keeling, 2010).
The CAS Contextual Statement for Academic Advising Programs falls in line with
President Obama’s College Scorecard and increased accountability for higher education
institutions within student retention, persistence, and completion (Miller, 2012a). Like
NACADA’s Core Competency Model, the AAP provides institutions with a standard of training
and competencies for primary role academic advisors on campus (Cate & Miller, 2015a; Council
for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education, 2015; Keeling, 2010; Miller, 2012a;
White, 2006). Academic advisers must develop the tools and abilities needed to handle the
myriad difficulties that affect student success, while also considering the growing diversity on
college and university campuses (McDonald, 2019). Using the CAS Academic Advising
Program Standards as a basis for building superior advising programs will be beneficial in
overall student success (Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education, 2015).
The Academic Advising Program Standards lists specific outcomes for academic advisors
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through initial and ongoing training and also dictates how institutions and advising centers craft
mission statements for academic advising (Miller, 2016).
The Academic Advising Program Standards written by CAS are broad, but can be used to
provide institutions with quantitative data to determine the effectiveness of academic advising
programs on campus. The Academic Advising Program Standards are divided among the
following 12 categories: Mission; Program and Services; Student Learning, Development and
Success; Assessment; Access, Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion; Leadership, Management, and
Supervision; Human Resources; Collaboration and Communication; Ethics, Law, and Policy;
Financial Resources; Technology; and Facilities and Infrastructure (Council for the
Advancement of Standards in Higher Education, 2015).
Current Practices in Academic Advising
As academic advising continues to evolve to meet the growing needs of a diverse student
body, administrators are forced to evaluate advising centers on campus and how they must adjust
to meet their students. Cunningham (2017) outlined how advising on campuses has evolved
because of “increasing political, social, and economic demands, along with developing
technologies, have spurred changes in educational delivery systems, student access, and faculty
roles” (p. 5). Academic advising on campus needs to be adaptable to the specific student needs of
those enrolled and reflective of the campus mission. Two adjustments that campuses have made
in the past few decades are defining who is doing the academic advising within the institution,
what structures for advising are being used, and how advising is being conducted.
Academic Advising Structures and Roles
Results of the NACADA 2011 National Survey of Academic Advising provided campus
administrators and academic advisors on campus the opportunity to assess and evaluate the
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practice of advising on campus and how to best meet the needs of their respective student body
(Miller, 2012b, 2016). In a foundational text from 1993, King discussed how advising centers
and student support services were organized on campuses across the country. She listed four
influential factors: the institution's mission, the type of its student population, the faculty's
function, and the institution's programs, policies, and procedures (King, 1993). Later, Miller
(2012b) adjusted the four factors based on a more current practice of advising practitioners,
stating organizations are often answered by four questions: “Who is advised? Who advises?
Where is advising done? How are advising responsibilities divided?” (para. 4).
Centralized Academic Advising Models. A Centralized Academic Advising Model is
exactly as it sounds because it takes place in a central, self-contained location on campus (Cate
& Miller, 2015a). This single, self-contained advising center is often staffed by primary role
academic advisors, but counselors and faculty may be assigned duties within the center if
required by the institution (King, 1993; Pardee, 2000, 2004). This model is often used at twoyear institutions (King, 1993; Pardee, 2000). The administrator for a Centralized Model is often a
Dean, Director, or Vice-Provost (King, 1993; Pardee, 2000). Troxel (2019) reported that
approximately 20% of institutions in 2017 overall served students in a centralized location.
Decentralized Academic Advising Models. Unlike Centralized academic advising
models, Decentralized models are spread out across campus (Cate & Miller, 2015a). There are
two types of Decentralized Academic Advising Models: Faculty Only and Satellite. According to
the Decentralized model, advising is done within respective advising units. A student attending
an institution with a Faculty-Only model is often advised by a faculty member within the
student’s program of study department (King, 1993; Pardee, 2000, 2004). A student who has not
declared an academic major is advised by a volunteer faculty member, a faculty member with a
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smaller advising caseload, or students are distributed at random evenly throughout faculty
advisors (King, 1993; Pardee, 2000, 2004). Research shows this model is often used at small,
private institutions and community colleges (Pardee, 2004). Supervision for advising within the
Faculty-Only model is often by the vice president for academic affairs or by an administrator
within the respective academic department (Pardee, 2000).
The Satellite model offers academic advising in a central office within a respective
academic subunit at the institution based on the student’s program of study. Depending on the
institution and academic department, students may be advised by primary role academic
advisors, faculty advisors, or a mixture of both (King, 1993; Pardee, 2000). The satellite model
has the advantages of autonomous administration, being positioned in the college or school of
the student's major, and also being ready to respond to those majors' needs and provide advising
services to students at all hours of the day (Pardee, 2000). This model provides a dedicated
specialist within the student’s specific area of study.
Shared Advising Models. The Shared Model of Academic Advising Organizations is the
most commonly used structure within higher education institutions (Pardee, 2004). Advisors
working in a Shared Model meet with students in a central advising unit, such as an advising
center, for a specific academic department, program, or major. Pardee (2000) explained that
departmental advisors (faculty or primary role) and staff in a central administrative unit are in
charge of advising. There are four types of Shared Advising Models: the Supplementary Model,
the Split Model, the Dual Model, and the Total Intake Model (Pardee, 2000, 2004).
In 2004, the Split Model was found at 27% of all higher education institutions in the
country (Pardee, 2004). This model is mostly used at larger institutions, such as four-year public
institutions and, according to Pardee, this model is used at 46% of institutions. The Split Model
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is exactly how it sounds: advising is split between faculty and department academic advisors.
The academic advisors on campus most often work with specific student populations: at risk,
undecided, student athletes, Veteran students, adult students, and other categories of special
populations (King, 1993; Pardee, 2000, 2004). Students who have declared their major will often
work with specific advisors in the department or program or with a faculty advisor in the specific
department (Pardee, 2000, 2004). This model is effective as it allows for targeted outreach for
student subgroups, especially subgroups that are traditionally at risk.
Students attending institutions that utilize the Supplementary Model are assigned
academic advisors within a specific department. The academic advisor, whether they are a
primary role advisor or a faculty advisor, works with the specific department, college, or school
for program and course decisions; however, a campus-wide administrative unit works with all
advisors on campus for training, development, resources, and other campus policies that impact
student success (Pardee, 2000, 2004). Pardee (2004) reported the Supplementary Model was
utilized at 17% of all institutions and was the second - most common model at both two-year and
four-year private colleges (21%) and four-year private institutions (26%).
Institutions utilizing the Dual Model assign two advisors: a departmental advisor within a
specific department, college, or school for course decisions and academic programing and an
academic advisor in a central office for general institution policies and procedures that are
available resources for all students (King, 1993; Pardee, 2000). Responsibility for the student is
equal between the two advisors and the two advisors work together from matriculation to
graduation (Pardee, 2000). When a student arrives at the institution with an undecided major, the
student is only assigned a dedicated advisor in the central office. Once the student declares a
major, they are then assigned a faculty advisor.
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The Total Intake Model utilizes academic advising of all students in a central
administrative unit until students meet a predetermined criteria set by the institution or academic
unit (King, 1993; Pardee, 2000). The conditions met could be completing a set number of credit
hours, reaching a predetermined semester, finishing general education coursework, and/or
meeting candidacy or testing requirements (King, 1993; Pardee, 2000). Once the determined
conditions are met, students are no longer advised within the central advising unit, but are
assigned an advisor within their academic unit or department until graduation. Pardee (2004) and
King (1993) write that the advising office or center may be responsible for the development of
curriculum, enforcement of academic policies, administration of instruction, or a combination of
those mentioned.
Faculty Advisors. According to NACADA member demographics, there were 366
(2.47%) faculty advisors in 2019, a steep increase from 54 faculty advisor members (0.47%) in
2013 (NACADA, 2013, 2019). Faculty advisors are unique and differ among campus mission,
student population, campus size, and advising organizational models (Wallace & Wallace, 2016).
Also, depending on the institution, faculty advisors may be assigned to advise as one of their
duties or they may volunteer to advise students (Wallace & Wallace, 2016).
Effective training for academic advising is not standardized and varies based on each
institution in the country; however, faculty advisors often have even fewer training opportunities
than those of their full-time advisor colleagues (McClellan, 2009). Still, faculty advisors can
bring a unique perspective when meeting with students. For example, faculty advisors provide
firsthand knowledge of classroom expectations, program structure rationales, course
requirements, and instructional standards (Wallace & Wallace, 2016). In addition, faculty
advisors can deliver in-depth understanding of the subject matter and can assist students in
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finding specific courses that meet their developing academic and career goals, as well as
advancing their research, continuing education, and career development opportunities (Wallace
& Wallace, 2016). Full-time primary role advisors can provide a similar service, but the advisor
most likely has not been in the very classroom of the faculty member or those within the
faculty’s (or institution’s) department. The 2017 National Survey of the First-Year Experience
indicates that most faculty advisors take place at private institutions and smaller public
institutions (Troxel, 2019).
Primary Role Academic Advisors. Following President Obama’s 2013 State of the
Union Address, full-time, primary role academic advisor membership grew from 773 (6.8%) in
2013 to 5,523 (48.9%) in 2014 (NACADA, 2013, 2014). In 2019, 8,433 (over 57%) of
NACADA’s members were primary role academic advisors (NACADA, 2019). Primary role
academic advisors arrive from a variety of backgrounds, such as counseling, teaching, or other
various fields, but all have the same purpose: to guide students to success (Aiken-Wisniewski et
al., 2015; Allen, 2007; Amey et al., 2009; Larson et al., 2018). These full-time, primary role
academic advisors chose a professional career that is focused on students and the student
relationship (Reinarz, 2000).
Like faculty advising, the relationships primary role advisors build with students is based
on the institution’s mission, size and demographics, and advising models. Troxel (2019)
commented, “Academic advisors’ activities can range from transactional duties (e.g., removing
registration holds, tracking degree audits) to transformative conversations related to academic
goal setting” (p. 33). She illustrated that advisors, especially in the first year, have a bird's-eye
view of a student's educational path (Troxel, 2019). Unlike faculty advisors who carry a teaching
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load, the primary goal of professional goals is the success, guidance, and advocacy of their
students.
In 2011, Freitag introduced the “who” of academic advisors, whether they may be
faculty, primary role advisors, counselors, or other administrative types, along with the “where,”
as mentioned within the centralized, decentralized, and shared models, and even the “who”
advisors advise within various student populations, colleges, majors, programs, and
demographics. Within these categories, he proposed four levels of full-time, primary role
academic advisors: advising practitioner, emerging professional, advising professional, and
advising scholar (Freitag, 2011). The biggest difference between the advising practitioner and the
professional roles is the determination between a simple job rather than a profession (DavisJones, 2016; Freitag, 2011). Table 2 defines the differences among full-time academic advisors.
Unlike Faculty Advisors, professional full-time advisors do not have specific knowledge
about a specific program and the inside knowledge of course content, but they do have more
opportunities to devote to a diverse group of advisees and an overall knowledge of programs
available across campus (King, 1993; McClellan, 2009; Reinarz, 2000). In addition, professional
advisors can provide a broad range of information for undecided-major students (King, 1993;
McClellan, 2009; Reinarz, 2000). When discussing the great benefits and strengths of
professional advisors, King (1993) also wrote that advisors have a comprehensive understanding
of student development theory due to their education and training. They can be notably essential
when dealing with advisees who are grappling with personal or professional growth challenges
(King, 1993).
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Table 2
Freitag’s (2011) classification of full-time academic advisors
Classification

Characteristics

Academic Advising
Practitioners

●
●
●
●

Academic advising
emerging
professional

● Express dissatisfaction with the view of advising as a job
● Seek out professional development
● Pursue opportunities to become academic advising professionals
and improve their own advising practice
● Rarely take work home with them

Academic advising
professionals

● View academic advising as a profession and wish to be treated as
professionals
● Demonstrate high qualifications and actively seek further
educational opportunities
● Earn and value certifications and credentials
● Engage as members of and contributors to the field
● Advocate for the advancement of the profession

Academic Advising
Scholars

● Receive recognition for their advising expertise
● Remain current on advising literature and participate in their
association
● Identify with the field of advising; view advising as their passion
and calling
● Contribute new knowledge through scholarship and research
● Often work beyond the standard 40 hours per week; demonstrate
dedication to service or research within the field

View advising as a job
Aware of professional organizations, but may not be members
Disconnected from by cognizant of the larger advising field
Compromise the backbone of many advising systems

Note. (Davis-Jones, 2016, p. 183; Freitag, 2011)

Other Advisor Types. In addition to faculty advisors and full-time primary role advisors,
other positions on campuses serve in advising roles. Demographic reports for NACADA
membership also list Academic Counselors, Licensed Counselors, Advising Administrators,
Student, and Non-Institutional. In 2019, NACADA membership demographics reported 565
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Academic Counselors (3.82%), 36 Licensed Counselors (.24%), and 1,819 Advising
Administrators (12.3%) (NACADA, 2019).
Many duties of academic advisors and counselors on campus overlap. To distinguish the
difference, Jordan (2016) revealed that academic advisors assist with challenges that restrict a
student's progress in college, whereas campus counselors, whether academic or licensed, assist
with personal problems that interfere with a student's life fulfillment. Because most of academic
counselors’ and licensed counselors’ work is centered around the overall well-being of the
student, their strengths do not lie within the transactional duties of academic advising, such as
course selection and program evaluation (McClellan, 2009; Reinarz, 2016).
Common Academic Advising Approaches
Academic Advising approaches vary not only by institutions, but by the campus advising
structures and each individual academic advisor. In addition to academics, students are
influenced by numerous factors such as personal beliefs, their values, and diverse experiences,
advisors cannot use one standard method when advising students (Drake et al., 2013). Drake et
al. emphasized how academic advising has shifted over time as a result of a variety of
multidisciplinary theoretical methods and approaches. These concepts, which have been
particularly applicable to advising, derive from a recognition of the vital role that building
relationships and fostering all students' well-rounded development play (Drake et al., 2013).
When primary role advisors understand student development theory, they have a foundation for
understanding advising approaches and how to use various approaches based on the students
they work with daily (Creamer & Creamer, 1994; Frost, 2000; Grites, 2013a, 2013b; Roufs,
2015).
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There are numerous advising approaches for academic advising, including appreciative
advising, learning-centered advising, strengths-based advising, Socratic advising, advising as
coaching, and a newer model of hermeneutic advising (Drake et al., 2013; Mu & Fosnacht,
2019). However, there are three approaches that are most recognized and most used by primary
role academic advisors: Prescriptive Advising, Developmental Advising, and Proactive/Intrusive
Advising.
Prescriptive Advising. When an individual is ill and needs mediation that is beyond
what is available at the local drugstore, they often visit a doctor to get a prescription for effective
medication. The act of providing a prescription has been used as a metaphor for Prescriptive
Advising (Crookston, 1994; Drake, 2015; Drake et al., 2013; Williams, 2007). Like a doctor
provides a prescription for a specific ailment, the academic advisor provides an answer to the
student for the specific student need (Crookston, 1994; Drake, 2015; Drake et al., 2013;
Williams, 2007). The relationship between the prescriptive advisor and the student is
authoritarian and the student follows the advisor’s direction without question (Drake et al., 2013;
Williams, 2007). Drake et al. (2013) explained that prescriptive academic advising rejects
student development and theories as they apply to working with students in post-secondary
education. In fact, Roufs (2007) determined academic advisors who do not know and utilize
student development theory are only prescriptive advisors.
However, prescriptive advising can be used effectively and, sometimes, is the best
approach when working with students. It is imperative for academic advisors to work with
students developmentally, but often students first arrive in academic advising offices because of
prescriptive needs (Drake et al., 2013; Schulenberg & Lindhorst, 2008). Providing initial,
prescriptive advising builds the foundation for a future, more effective advising approach for the
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advisor and student relationship. Drake et al. (2013) compared this to a classroom teacher
sharing content with students in the classroom. Students need the key foundational information
to start learning content in the classroom before applying the content to other elements (Drake et
al., 2013). As developmental psychology and higher education pedagogy superseded an earlier,
more rudimentary notion of advising practice as the prescription of course choices, the practice
of advising became more sophisticated (Schulenberg & Lindhorst, 2008). From this growth came
more sophisticated and more student-centered approaches to develop the whole student while in
higher education such as developmental advising and, later, proactive advising.
Developmental Advising. In 1972, two influential articles were published, changing the
purpose and perception of academic advising: An Academic Advising Model for the 21st
Century by O’Banion and A Developmental View of Academic Advising as Teaching by Burns
Crookston. Crookston is credited for establishing Developmental Advising as an approach to
academic advising that is still widely referenced and used today (Gordon, 2019; Grites, 2000,
2013a, 2013b; McGill, 2016, 2018; Schulenberg & Lindhorst, 2008; Tuttle, 2000; White, 2015).
Following Crookston’s article discussing developmental advising, Winston, Ender, and Miller
published a comprehensive definition of developmental advising (Grites, 2013a; McGill, 2016;
Roufs, 2015). In the early 1980s, they defined developmental advising as:
A systematic process based on a close student-advisor relationship intended to aid
students in achieving educational, career, and personal goals through the utilization of the
full range of institutional and community resources. It both stimulates and supports
students in their quest for an enriched quality of life. Developmental advising
relationships focus on identifying and accomplishing life goals, acquiring skills and
attitudes that promote intellectual and personal growth, and sharing concerns for each
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other and for the academic community. Developmental academic advising reflects the
institution’s mission of total student development and is most likely to be realized when
the academic affairs and student affairs collaborate in its implementation. (Winston et al.,
1984, pp. 18-19)
This definition is still widely used among the campus community and, as such, the approach is
still a preferred method for all student populations on campus (Sanders & Killion, 2017).
Developmental Advising was established on the premise that higher education is meant to
educate and develop the whole student (Grites, 2013a, 2013b; Gordon, 2019; Frost, 2000).
Instead of simply informing the student of next steps, the advisor utilizing the developmental
approach works in collaboration with the student and, within the advisor-advisee relationship,
provides guidance and support as the student makes decisions that could negatively or positively
impact their future (Crookston, 1994; Frost, 2000; Roufs, 2015; Williams, 2007). Advisors
utilizing the developmental approach will inquire further into student questioning rather than
giving a prescriptive response (Creamer & Creamer, 1994; Crookston, 1994; Roufs, 2015). For
example, if a student asks what GPA is required to avoid suspension, instead of the advisor
giving a simple response with the GPA, the advisor can ask probing questions related to goalsetting, academic and personal interests, and other similar questions to get to the heart of the
student’s overall concerns beyond earning a specific grade in a course (Creamer & Creamer,
1994). Prescriptive Advising provided students with a fix-it response whereas the advisor using
the Developmental approach will navigate the student through the problem-solving process so
that the student is in control, making decisions, and remedying any issue (Creamer & Creamer,
1994; Crookston, 1994; Roufs, 2015; White, 2015). In his influential work, Crookston shared a
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table delineating the differences between the prescriptive advising approach and developmental
advising (Table 3).
Table 3
Contrasting Dimensions of Prescriptive and Developmental Approaches to Advising
In term of
Abilities

Prescriptive
Focus on limitations

Developmental
Focus on potentialities

Rewards

Grades, credit, income

Achievement, Mastery,
Acceptance, Status,
Recognition, Fulfillment

Maturity

Immature, irresponsible; must
be closely supervised and
carefully checked

Growing, maturing,
responsible, capable of
self-direction

Initiative

Advisor takes initiative on
fulfilling requirements; rest is
up to the student

Either or both may take
initiative

Control

By advisor

Negotiated

Responsibility

By advisor to advise
By student to act

Negotiated

Learning output

Primarily in student

Shared

Evaluation

By advisor to student

Collaborative

Based on status, strategies,
games, low trust

Based on nature of task,
competencies, situation,
high trust

Relationship

Note. (Crookston, 1994, p. 7)

The Developmental Advising Approach utilizes student development theory, specifically
Identity Theories with students establishing personal goals, Cognitive-Structural Theories when
students are establishing educational goals, and Typology Theories when students are
establishing career goals (Creamer & Creamer, 2000; Frost, 2000; Grites, 2013a, 2013b;
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Williams, 2007). While a number of theorists are mentioned when considering the
developmental advising approach, Chickering’s Seven Vectors tends to be a constant throughout
literature (e.g., Creamer, 2000; Creamer & Creamer, 1994; Creamer & Scott, 2000; Crookston,
1994; Frost, 2000; Grites 2013a, 2013b; Roufs, 2015, Williams, 2007). When Crookston created
the developmental advising approach, he wanted advisors to look beyond the student’s major and
career aspirations. Instead, he wanted advisors to explore the student’s relationships with others,
how they are adapting and evolving with the campus culture, and if they were learning to think
critically, ask questions, and develop one’s own mindset (Crookston, 1994; Grites, 2013a,
2013b; Grites & Gordon, 2000; White, 2015; Williams, 2007). All of Chickering’s Vectors of
Development apply to the traditional age post-secondary student; however, developmental
advising is associated mostly with Vector 1, Developing Competence, Vector 3, Developing
Autonomy, and Vector 6, Developing Purpose (Crookston, 1994; Roufs, 2015; Williams, 2007).
Through the collaborative relationship between advisor and advisee, the student learns to make
decisions independently and grow as a whole person rather than completing a checklist of degree
related tasks.
Proactive Advising. Once known as Intrusive Advising, the Proactive Academic
Advising approach does just as it is named: advisors using this approach are proactive in their
engagement with students. The Proactive Advisor does not wait for a student in need to reach out
to them for guidance; instead, the advisor establishes a relationship early with advisees to
provide early intervention aid to underserved students (Varney, 2013; Williams, 2007). Drake
(2015) pointed out that instead of waiting on students to fall into academic trouble, the proactive
advisor will meet with and provide students with the tools and resources they need to be
successful as they navigate the complexity of higher education. Developmental advising
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techniques are still used, as the final decisions and responsibilities rest on the student; however,
the advisor outreach is deliberate to holistically increase individual student success (Drake, 2015;
Varney, 2013, Williams, 2007).
Williams (2007) mentioned several studies indicating the success of proactive advising,
benefits including students reporting a higher sense of belonging to and respected by the
institution, as well as a stronger connection to their program of study and enhanced motivation to
keep up with their academics. These studies relate to Tinto’s Theory of Student Departure and
Astin’s Theory of Student Involvement as they relate to student retention and persistence
(Varney, 2013). Tinto (1999) stressed four important institutional elements that need to be in
place so that students are retained: information about institution and degree requirements must be
clearly stated and understood; institutions must not only support students academically, but also
socially and personally; students must feel as if they are valued members of the entire campus
community (faculty, staff, administration, and the student body); students must be enrolled at an
institution where they can actually learn and grow to be academically successful. Astin, on the
other hand, contended that students who were actively involved on campus, both socially and
academically, were more likely to be retained and numerous studies have been conducted to
support this theory (Astin, 1984; Mayhew et al., 2016; Nutt, 2003; Roufs, 2015; Yenney, 2021).
Varney (2013) also reported that, like the developmental advisor, the proactive advisor
understands the importance of encouraging and motivating students through post-secondary
education, but to do so holistically means providing guidance through personal and social issues
as well. In doing so effectively, studies have shown that retention rates increase, students
successfully complete more credit hours, GPAs increase, and students know, understand, and
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effectively utilize study resources, time management, and the importance of consistent
attendance to all classes (Varney, 2013).
Proactive advising has also shown to increase student success metrics at community
colleges as well. Using the proactive advising approach, a large public community college
implemented the Strong-Start Program in order to improve students' performance in math,
reading, and writing developmental courses (Thomas, 2020). Thomas reported an increased pass
rating of developmental math courses from students in the Strong-Start Program compared to
those in Instructor-Matched courses (49.33% vs. 33.67%). Students in the Strong-Start Program
passed developmental writing and reading also had a greater pass rating of those in InstructorMatched courses; however, the difference was not statistically significant (Thomas, 2020).
Proactive advisors in this study had regularly scheduled appointments with students and would
routinely meet with students after class to physically walk over to tutoring centers with the
students to ensure students not only knew of the resources but were using the resources (Thomas,
2020).
Academic Advising and Student Success
Throughout literature, strong, effective academic advising is related to increased student
success. Students who feel they belong, that they matter, and that they are held to high standards
with known expectations are far more successful than those who are not (Tinto, 1999). The one
individual on campus that, without question, works one-on-one with individual students starting
from the very first day is the academic advisor (Drake, 2011). The student’s assigned primary
advisor is, essentially, the student’s roadmap and navigator through this new world of higher
education, put in place to teach the language and culture of higher education and provide the
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student with the tools and resources to be successful in this unfamiliar world (Campbell &
McWilliams, 2016; Cartwright, 2004; Drake, 2011; Strayhorn, 2014).
Strayhorn (2014) identified primary role academic advisors as cultural navigators.
Cultural navigators are professionals who educate students on the academic language and
provide guidance and support to students as they begin to familiarize themselves with the
academic environment (Miller, 2016). Advisors need to know and understand not only the
culture of campus but who their students are outside of an academic atmosphere (Drake, 2011;
Miller, 2016; Strayhorn, 2014). Advisors must know how to speak the language of students so
that they can share the complex college experience with students to ensure students are aware of
the opportunities available to aid in their success (Campbell et al., 2017). Former Chancellor
Erroll B. Davis, Jr. from the University System of Georgia explained the primary role advisor as
the sole individual at the institution that is “at the nexus between the students who often arrive at
the academy uninformed and undefined and those who leave with identities and life direction
shaped by a convergence of influences” (Drake, 2011, p. 11). Standing at the nexus is the
academic advisor, the cultural navigator for the institution, providing the tools and resources for
students to become successful. According to Drake (2011), “advisors teach students to negotiate
the higher education maze, to make effective and thoughtful decisions about their futures, to
adapt their life skills to the new academic world, and to cultivate the academic skills and
knowledge needed to succeed” (p. 11). Advisors who provide a caring, welcoming environment
and work with each student one-on-one with a caring and empathetic attitude establishes a sense
of belonging required for a student to succeed.
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Defining Student Success
Student success, according to those measuring it for funding purposes, is often measured
by retention, persistence, and completion (Brzycki & Brzycki, 2016; Campbell et al., 2017).
Definitions of retention and persistence are often used interchangeably and differ depending on
the professional speaking. Mayhew et al. (2016) defined persistence as a student's ongoing
enrollment in higher education, while retention is defined as a student's continued attendance in
the same establishment. Students who persist at the same institution are often described as
institutional persistence, the exact concept that Mayhew et al. (2016) defined as retention.
Tinto’s Theory of Student Departure. Like many throughout the literature, Tinto
acknowledged the importance of academic advising in relation to student retention (Campbell &
Nutt, 2008; Kimball & Campbell, 2015; Miller, 2016; Roufs, 2015; Tinto, 2017, 1999).
Throughout his research in student success, he urged higher education administration to focus
efforts on the actual student, rather than institutional programs established in hopes of increasing
student success (Campbell & Nutt, 2008; Kimball & Campbell, 2015; Miller, 2016; Tinto, 2017).
In fact, the success of a student is determined by each individual student and is often not
quantifiable (Campbell & Nutt, 2008; Miller, 2016; Roufs, 2015; Tinto, 1987, 1993, 2017).
The foundation of Tinto’s theory is rooted in the educational experience of each student
(Kimball & Campbell, 2015). If a student has a positive educational experience, they are often
retained. If their experience is negative, the student leaves to attend another institution or pursue
another path for their future. Tinto (2017) explicitly stated “students…do not seek to be retained.
They seek to persist” (p. 254). Students persist, institutions retain. The goal of the student
attending post-secondary education is to complete program requirements, whether they complete
the program requirements at the institution in which they began or an institution to which they

68

transfer. It is the responsibility of the institution to provide a positive learning experience for the
student so that the institution is able to retain the student.
According to Tinto’s Model of Institutional Departure, there are a number of factors
influencing the retention of an individual student. First, academic advisors, along with the entire
campus community, must understand that each student arrives on campus with a diverse
background with personal, family, and academic influences (Campbell & Nutt, 2008; Kimball &
Campbell, 2015; Nutt, 2018; Miller, 2016; Renn & Reason, 2013; Roufs, 2015). These
influences and personal characteristics provide the foundation for each individual student and
how they may or may not succeed moving forward. Directly influencing the varying patterns and
characteristics upon arrival is the motivation and goals of each student (Campbell & Nutt, 2008;
Nutt, 2003; Renn & Reason, 2013; Roufs, 2015). If a student is not motivated and does not have
tangible goals, it is likely that student will not be retained at the institution (Elliot, 2020; Kimball
& Campbell, 2015; Miller, 2016; Nutt, 2003; Renn & Reason, 2013; Roufs, 2015; Tinto, 1993,
2017).
In addition to students struggling or failing to establish, articulate, and ultimately create a
plan to achieve educational goals, students are not retained because of academic difficulties and
failing to become involved with the campus community (Tinto, 1993, 2017). Academic
difficulties, struggling or failing to identify or achieve goals, and isolation from the campus
community can all be integrated with one another resulting in the student stopping out or they
can be single reasons for student departure. Isolation can be due to lack of involvement in
campus organizations, not becoming involved in classes or with faculty and staff on campus, and
even failing to establish social peer groups. This ties in with Astin’s Input-EnvironmentOutcome model (Elliot, 2020; Manyanga et al., 2017).
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Tinto has been a strong advocate for academic advisors because of their direct, consistent
contact with students at the institution (Kimball & Campbell, 2015). Primary role academic
advisors who are aware of Tinto’s Model of Institutional Departure can be, as Strayhorn (2014)
describes, cultural navigators as they enter and persist within the respective institution. Tinto
posited five conditions for institutions that wish to retain students: (a), clear and consistent
expectations, (b) support throughout the entire campus community, (c) feedback that is quickly
received and consistent throughout all campus supports, including faculty, (d) social and
academic areas for students to become involved on campus, and (e) clear and purposeful learning
objectives that are relevant to students (Kimball & Campbell, 2015; Tinto, 1993, 2017). Primary
role academic advisors on campus provide structured, consistent support on campus to meet with
students one-on-one to ensure these needs are being met (Campbell & Nutt, 2008; Kimball &
Campbell, 2015; Miller, 2016; Roufs, 2015; Tinto, 2017).
Astin’s Input-Environment-Output Model. Astin contended that, in order for a student
to be successful in post-secondary education, they must be actively, physically involved both in
and out of the classroom (Evans et al., 2010). Students who are actively involved, whether it be
within academics, clubs and organizations, athletics, or peer groups, are more likely to persist
than those that are not actively involved (Evans et al., 2010; Nutt, 2003; Renn & Reason, 2013;
Roufs, 2015). Students who are uninvolved and unengaged do not develop relationships not only
with their peers, but also with advisors, faculty, and administration. Therefore, these students
often have lower GPAs and are often not retained (Roufs, 2015).
Astin’s Input-Environment-Outcome model has been used extensively in higher
education in order to improve student success. Renn and Reason (2013) stated, “Researchers
must account for what the students bring with them to college (inputs) and the environments with
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which they interact while in college (environments)” (p. 186). Inputs include all of the
experiences and background knowledge that the student brings to the institution when they arrive
whereas the environment includes the cultural climate of the institution and how the student
processes their experiences mixed with the inputs they brought to campus (Renn & Reason,
2013). While institutions cannot control the incredibly diverse inputs students bring to campus,
they can control the environment and climate of the institution to welcome students from a wide
variety of backgrounds and previous experiences.
Like Tinto’s Model of Student Departure, students who are actively involved and
engaged both academically and socially (campus organizations and with peer groups) are more
likely to show successful in and out of class and be retained by the institution (Astin, 1984; Nutt,
2003; Roufs, 2015). However, unlike Tinto, Astin went further to discuss the overall
development of the traditional age college student. Astin claimed that students who persisted and
were actively involved on campus exemplified the final stage of Astin’s Input-EnvironmentOutcome Model. The outcome development of these students were higher maturity levels,
increased knowledge over a span of intellectual topics, critical and higher functioning thought
processes and attitudes, and shared values of many students post-graduation (Astin, 1984;
Manyanga et al., 2017; Roufs, 2015; Yenney, 2021).
Schlossberg’s Theory of Mattering and Marginality. Like Tinto and Astin,
Schlossberg stresses the importance of students mattering on campus. Advisors can use
Schlossberg’s Theory of Mattering and Marginality by recognizing when students are
disengaged and are not finding their place on campus (Roufs, 2007, 2015). Evans et al. (2010)
explained that students experience marginality when someone takes on new commitments,
especially when they are unclear about what the roles and responsibilities encompass. This
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feeling of being uncomfortable and not fitting in not only includes students after a transition
from high school to college but also includes international students experiencing a culture shock
as well as nontraditional students who alter their life’s routine to enter academics within higher
education (Roufs, 2015).
Schlossberg’s Theory of Mattering and Marginality incorporates five contexts of
mattering: attention, importance, ego-extension, dependence, and appreciation (Evans et al.,
2010). By practicing good relational skills and a strong rapport with advisees, primary role
academic advisors can apply Schlossberg’s theory (Evans et al., 2010; Roufs, 2007, 2015).
Primary role advisors can ensure their advisees are heard and that they are valued (attention and
importance) (Evans et al., 2010; Roufs, 2007, 2015). Advisors can celebrate the successes of
their advisees, regardless of how big or small an accomplishment and advisors can also provide a
safe space for advisees to vent frustrations or share disappointment (ego-extension) (Evans et al.,
2010; Roufs, 2007, 2015). Advisors can also incorporate mattering with dependence and
appreciation by ensuring that the academic advising is a collaborative process and that both
parties, the advisor and advisee, must be prepared for a meeting for student success (Evans et al.,
2010; Roufs, 2007, 2015).
Students who feel they matter and that they are important are more likely to be retained
whereas those who feel disengaged are more likely to leave higher education (Astin, 1984;
Mayhew et al., 2016; Roufs, 2007, 2015; Strayhorn, 2014). In addition, students who feel part of
a group and feel connected with the institution are more likely to persist and be retained (Astin,
1984; Mayhew et al., 2016; Roufs, 2007, 2015; Strayhorn, 2014; Tinto, 1999).
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Advising Impact on Student Success
Since its defined and recognized inception on campus, quality academic advising has
been related to high levels of student success metrics (Brzycki & Brzycki, 2016; Cartwright,
2004; Cate & Miller, 2015a; Drake, 2011; Folsom, 2015; Mayhew et al., 2016; McDonald, 2019;
Nutt, 2003; Roufs, 2007, 2015; Strayhorn, 2013, 2014; Tinto, 1999; Wallace & Wallace, 2016;
White, 2015). Whether full-time primary role or faculty members, advisors offer the direct
and meaningful contact that is fundamental in improving student success and engagement to the
institution (Cartwright, 2004). In his keynote speech during the NACADA’s annual national
conference in Minneapolis, Strayhorn (2014) encouraged advisors to embrace the title of cultural
navigator. Advisors familiar with Tinto are able to adjust and empathize with the external factors
student bring to campus, such as family, personal experiences, socioeconomic differences, and
possible various levels of margination so that they can navigate students through the campus
culture (Mayhew et al., 2016; Renn & Reason, 2013; Roufs, 2015; Strayhorn, 2014).
Advisors provide a consistent source of support to students that allow those students to
voice their concerns and feel heard and included in important decision making (Drake, 2011;
Jordan, 2016). However, advisor-advisee relationships are complex, multifaceted, and advisors
must be prepared to adjust and adapt to each specific need of the student visiting their office
(Creamer & Scott, 2000; Jordan, 2016; Kuh et al., 2010; Sanders & Killion, 2017; Wallace &
Wallace, 2016). Instead of advisors simply meeting with students to discuss course selections
and degree plans, advisors work with each individual student as the student experiences “a range
of developmental, academic, social, personal, and institutional issues” (Musser & Yoder, 2013,
p. 179).
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Senior higher education administrators consistently claim that they value the
contributions of academic advisors to increased student success metrics (Cartwright, 2004; Kuh
et al., 2010; Wallace & Wallace, 2016). Getting students to a singular goal is no longer adequate
in today's higher education settings. Advisors are expected to accomplish more by students,
society, and the advising profession (Kimball & Campbell, 2013). As advisors become the
accountable party for student persistence and graduation rates, students, administrators, and the
campus community demand more from each advisor, and, unfortunately, not all advisors are
equipped with the proper tools from required training to accomplish these seemingly impossible
goals (Campbell & Nutt, 2008; Cartwright, 2004; Creamer & Scott, 2000; Davis-Jones, 2016;
Jordan, 2016; McDonald, 2019; Sanders & Killion, 2017; Wallace & Wallace, 2016).
Academic advising is fundamental to students' engagement in their academic experience
because the ultimate aim of higher education must be student retention, persistence, and
graduation (Drake, 2011). Cate and Miller (2015a) agreed, equating quality academic advising
with student success metrics. Because numerous studies show that strong academic advising
programs lead to increased persistence and graduation rates, senior administration must prioritize
effective initial training and ongoing professional development opportunities for primary role
academic advisors so they are able to support students successfully (Wallace & Wallace, 2016).
The literature has consistently documented the increasingly diverse backgrounds and educational
experiences of primary role academic advisors and the inconsistencies related to advisor training
and development (Aiken-Wisniewski et al., 2015; McDonald, 2019; McGill et al., 2020a, 2020b;
McGillin, 2000; Voller, 2016). Yoder and Joslin (2015) specifically stated that there is not a
comprehensive training and development program for primary role academic advisors in the field
and training is left to the individual institutions, also an inconsistent method for training and
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development. If primary role academic advisors are to be the ones on campus directly
accountable for student success metrics, there must be a consistent, comprehensive training and
development program for advisors (Harris, 2018; Himes & Schulenberg, 2016; Miller, 2016;
Schulenberg & Lindhorst, 2010; Voller, 2016).
Chapter Summary
Sheldon’s 2015 study discussed student satisfaction with advisor knowledge, yet the
literature is consistent, stating advisors are often expected to have exemplary knowledge and
skills required to be effective with often inconsistent and ineffective training and development
opportunities. Research indicates that simply placing a new advisor in an office to advise
students using a prescriptive approach is not enough to maintain or increase student success
metrics. For academic advising programs to be successful, research details how a strong,
institution-based training must be created based on the Pillars of Academic Advising and all new
advisors, regardless of their background, must complete initial training prior to meeting with any
students. Research also states that to ensure effective advising, professional development
opportunities must be provided and funded for advisors that goes beyond initial advising steps.
These training and development opportunities must also be ongoing so that primary role advisors
can continue to effectively counsel students. Doing so not only helps the student that visits the
advising center, but the institution’s student success metrics related to state and federal funding.
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Chapter 3. Research Methods
In the late 1970s and early 1980s, a team of researchers within the Department of
Education in Sweden developed an alternative research approach known as phenomenography
(Marton 1981, 1986; McGill, 2018). Phenomenography was created to evaluate thinking and
learning and the number of ways in which learning can take place and, while phenomenography
is used sparingly within higher education, it is an effective research method and approach for
higher education research (Marton, 1981, 1986; Tight, 2016).
In phenomenology, the researcher's goal is to describe the experiences of one or more
people as part of a phenomena; however, phenomenography refers to the study of the link
between a phenomenon and the numerous ways in which it is experienced or interpreted
(Johnson & Christensen, 2012; McGill, 2018). Marton (1986) explained the purpose of
phenomenography is to understand “the qualitatively different ways in which people experience,
conceptualize, perceive, and understand various aspects of, and various phenomena in, the world
around them” (p. 31). Yates et al. (2012) clarified, writing that the research approach of
phenomenography investigates how people learn and seek knowledge in a specific environment.
In this study, I explored how current primary role academic advisors become advisors by
investigating their previous educational and occupational experiences. In addition, I questioned
how current primary role academic advisors learned about student development theory and
NACADA’s Conceptual Core Competency.
Because primary role advisors arrive on campus with a variety of experiences and diverse
educational and occupational backgrounds, using the phenomenography research approach was
appropriate since the focus of the method is on learning and the experience of learning in various
circumstances (Yates et al., 2012). The phenomenon in this study was the process of becoming a
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primary role academic advisor and how the advisor learned about theories and competencies
related to advisor best practices. When discussing how students reported their conclusions in
class, Marton (1986) shared that when he and his colleagues looked into people's perceptions of
numerous occurrences, conceptions, and principles, they discovered that each phenomenon,
concept, or principle can be perceived in very few qualitatively different ways. In this study,
each participant was a primary-role academic advisor and because there is no streamlined path to
the profession, participants entered the profession very differently. In addition, there are
numerous advising approaches and advisor types, so individual participants worked within very
different environments and advising structures.
Instead of analyzing the cognitive processes linked with producing these elements,
differences, and change - phenomenography focuses on the key characteristics of disparity in
how participants experience a distinct phenomenon (Yates et al., 2012). In this research, I sought
to understand the ways in which primary role academic advisors entered the profession and then
learned about student development theory and NACADA’s Conceptual Core Competency as it
relates to effective academic advising. This was not a study to measure and assess characteristics
and traits among primary role advisors, or to evaluate the level of knowledge an advisor has
about theories and competencies, but a study to investigate the experience and perceptions of
primary role advisors.
The purpose of this phenomenography was to understand the experiences, backgrounds,
and perspectives of primary role academic advisors at four-year public institutions in the United
States. This study describes the perceptions and attitudes of individual primary role academic
advisor experience and knowledge of student development theory within NACADA’s
Conceptual Core Competency.

77

Specifically, this study aimed to illustrate the diverse professional and educational
backgrounds of primary academic advisors and to describe individual advisor experiences using
student development theory when working with students. An illustration of academic advisors
currently in the field highlighted the need for additional training and professional development
for those without prior knowledge of student development theory and the academic advising
profession.
This phenomenography explored the context of academic advisors currently working
with students and how their historical perspective impacted how they perceived their interactions
with students. From a social constructivist worldview, this study sought to explore current
primary role academic advisors’ knowledge and perspectives of NACADA’s Conceptual Core
Competency and various student development theories.
Research Questions
The following research questions guided this study.
Research Question 1. How do primary role academic advisors perceive their educational
and occupational backgrounds influence their work with students?
Research Question 2. Do new primary role academic advisors know of NACADA’s
Conceptual Core Competency? If so, how do primary role academic advisors describe learning
about NACADA’s Conceptual Core Competency?
Research Question 3. What elements of NACADA’s Conceptual Core Competency do
primary role academic advisors report as influencing their work with students?
Research Question 4. How did primary role academic advisors describe learning about
student development theory?
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Research Question 5. What are the ways primary role academic advisors perceive that
knowledge of student development theory impacts their work with students?
Researcher’s Role
This study is based on the ontological philosophical assumption of multiple realities and
different perspectives of those in primary academic advising roles. The ontological assumption
of phenomenography is non-dualist because the experience of the person and the phenomenon
are relational (Yates et al., 2012). In addition to supporting research, as a research-practitioner
that supervises primary role academic advisors, I understand that primary role advisors have
varied backgrounds and experiences. Because of this assumption, different perspectives and
experiences of primary role advisors are reported in the findings.
Currently, I serve as an advising administrator who supervises primary role academic
advisors. Because of this, I must be aware of my positionality and biases so that I can record data
accurately based on the participants' experiences and not make assumptions based on my own
experiences. While interviewing participants, I needed to ensure the experiences of each
participant were clearly stated and explained rather than using my own experiences and
knowledge that could lead to an inaccurate interpretation. This follows Weber’s concept of
verstehen, sharing others’ perspectives, viewpoints, beliefs, and experiences (Johnson &
Christensen, 2012). There was an axiological assumption that my personal experiences could
shape data analysis, but an epistemological assumption that I was clear in my questioning so that
my interpretation is accurate to what the participant shares and not what I assume by my own
experience. While professionally I work in the field of primary role advising, I was sure to
lessen the distance between myself and the participants so that I could be subjective and
understand their professional space and not my own (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
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During the study, I kept a research journal. When researchers take notes during the study
process, reflect on their own personal experiences, and evaluate how their own experiences
affect their interpretation of outcomes, they have sufficient reflexivity (Creswell & Creswell,
2018). The research journal helped me to remain as objective as possible while collecting and
analyzing data. My preconceptions, attitudes and opinions, and personal background were
discussed and recognized in the journal, because they could have inﬂuenced my interpretations
derived during the study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
Creswell and Creswell (2018) recommended the researcher acknowledge and clarify the
bias they bring to the study. I do believe that knowing and understanding student development
theory and elements within NACADA’s Conceptual Core Competency make for a better primary
role academic advisor. I have been fascinated with student development theories since my first
class during my master’s degree program in Student Development Counseling and
Administration. The foundation of all my graduate studies was the study of student development
theory. In addition, I did not learn about academic advising as a primary role profession in higher
education until I interviewed for a primary role academic advisor position after finishing my
Master’s Degree. I acknowledged my bias as a higher education professional that arrived in
office with no background experience in higher education (with the exception of an internship
requirement for my Master’s Degree program), but with a strong appreciation for applying
student development theories when working with young adults entering and experiencing higher
education.
Despite a strong appreciation for the study of student development theory and a targeted
purposeful sampling for newer primary-role academic advisors, I knew that I would interview
participants that had a strong knowledge of student development theory but may not find any
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relevance in applying theory to the field of advising. I also acknowledged that I may interview
participants that were strong supporters of the prescriptive advising approach. Because of this, I
needed to share data that are negative or conflicting to the themes (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
Not all primary role academic advisors viewed the profession as a holistic experience to develop
the whole student, and that perspective must be shared.
A unique feature within phenomenography is the second-order perspective. Despite being
an advising administrator, I used second-order perspective as a researcher to ensure the
investigation was described using participant’s experiences and not the experiences of myself as
a researcher-practitioner (Marton, 1986; Marton & Pong, 2005; Yates et al., 2012). Research
indicated that academic advising impacts student success metrics. Effective advisors are those
that advise holistically using developmental advising approaches other than prescriptive
advising. However, when investigating the primary role academic advisor currently working
with students, second-order perspective was used since the research questions were about how a
phenomenon is depicted (Yates et al., 2012). First-order perspective is concerned with the reality
of a lived phenomenon and not how the phenomenon is experienced by participants (Marton,
1981; Yates et al., 2012). Yates et al. (2012) examined how to construct research questions in
phenomenography by asking "how and what" inquiries rather than "why" questions.
Within qualitative research, the methodological assumption is that the researcher
followed inductive reasoning. Prior to interviewing participants, I detailed the participant’s
environment, where they work, and various factors that may have impacted the participant’s
perspective and outlook. Interview questions were determined prior to the interview; however,
questions may have been revised for participant clarification and to provide more detail.
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Sample
As a defining practice in qualitative research, I used a snowball sampling method in order
to identify and recruit 17 new, primary role academic advisors currently working with students at
higher education institutions in the United States through public directory information (Creswell
& Creswell, 2018; Creswell & Poth, 2016). Like common practice within qualitative research,
phenomenography research supports purposeful sampling to develop a greater understanding and
facilitates the selection of data-rich illustrations which provide vast quantities of data pertaining
to the research effort (Yates et al., 2012).
There is no standard sample size for phenomenography research; however, the sample
size must be large enough to reach saturation (Marton, 1986; McGill, 2018; Tight, 2016; Yates et
al., 2012). This study explored the perceptions and experiences of primary role academic
advisors at higher education institutions within the United States. The only primary role
academic advisors excluded from this study were those from private for-profit higher education
institutions. The researcher only had two criteria when recruiting participants: the participant
indicated they were currently a primary role academic advisor and have been employed as a
primary role academic advisor no later than 2016 (0-5 years experience).
When starting the process of recruiting participants for this study, the researcher listed the
names of higher education institutions found on NACADA’s member demographics (2013-2019)
with the greatest number of members. Each institution was listed within a category based on the
Carnegie Classification. Then, the researcher searched academic advisor directories available on
each institution’s website and compiled a list of academic advisors at each respective institution.
The list of advisors at each respective institution contained the advisor’s name, job title, email
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address, and any additional information provided on the website, such as the individual’s
biography.
Data Collection Methods
Once academic advisors from a variety of institutions in the United States were
identified, the researcher sent a research participant recruitment email to each of the advisors
listed (Appendix A). The researcher used the Recruitment Letter Template found on East
Tennessee State University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) website. The letter provided a
brief overview of the study’s purpose, participant criteria, and the steps prospective participants
would follow. The introductory email concluded with a link for a Google Form for the
participant to complete if they were willing to participate in the study (Appendix B). The Google
Form requested the prospective participant’s name, email address, current job title, institution
name, institution location (city, state), type of institution (four-year public institution, four-year
private institution, public community college), and total years employed as a primary-role
academic advisor. Also, for snowball sampling, I asked prospective participants on the form for
recommendations from current or other institutions that may be an appropriate candidate for this
study, the recommended advisor’s name and email, and permission to use the prospective
participant’s name when contacting the recommended participant.
After the 17 new, primary role academic advisors indicated they were willing to
participate in the study, I sent each participant the Informed Consent Form. The researcher used
the Informed Consent Form Template found on East Tennessee State University’s Institutional
Review Board (IRB) website. In addition to the Informed Consent Form, I emailed the
participant a link to a Google Forms questionnaire to collect demographic and institutional
advising structure information (Appendix C). At the end of the Selected Participant
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Demographic Questionnaire, I contacted the participant via email to schedule a day and time that
best fit their schedule for the participant interview. Prior to the scheduled interview, I emailed a
copy of the signed Informed Consent Form to the participant. Then, before starting the interview,
I reviewed the Informed Consent Form with the participant, asked if they received the signed
copy via email, and asked if the participant had any questions or concerns.
Three types of data were collected for this research: artifacts, including directory
information found on the participant’s respective institutional website, including the advisor
biography if available, and items participants would share following the interview; the
participant’s completed questionnaire; and a semi-structured interview. The primary form of data
collection was a recorded, virtual, semi-structured interview. The researcher had specific
interview questions to ask the participant but encouraged the participant to speak freely in a
conversational manner and had available prompts to use (Appendix D). It was important for me,
the researcher, to not insert my own experiences into the conversation; however,
phenomenography research encourages collective awareness of a common phenomenon between
the researcher and the participant, so it is worthwhile to incorporate unstructured probes to
follow up on or further examine the participant's responses and to pursue unanticipated lines of
beliefs that may lead to new reflections (Yates et al., 2012). However, the researcher must be
careful in these unstructured probes within a conversational interview so that the researcher does
not generate concepts that the participant has not already expressed throughout the interview
(Yates et al., 2012).
Using Zoom, a video conference platform, I interviewed 17 participants between
February 6 and February 25 of 2022. The interviews were semi-structured with specific
interview questions to ask each participant, though participants were encouraged to speak freely
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and to engage in a conversational manner. I also had available related prompts to use if the
participant seemed hesitant or unsure how to respond to a question (Appendix D). Since I related
to many of the experiences as a primary role academic advisor, I disclosed that I was also an
academic advisor. I disclosed this information so that participants did not feel the need to explain
the general advising practice and profession to me. Each interview was recorded and then saved
to a secure ETSU OneDrive for Business file. Following each interview, I submitted the Zoom
recordings to Otter.ai, an artificial intelligence resource used to generate written transcriptions.
Otter.ai transcribed each interview and then I edited the interview for accuracy. Once I finished
editing each interview, I sent the transcript to each participant via email, as member checks,
requesting their review for accuracy. Each participant reviewed and approved their transcript,
allowing me to move forward to data analysis.
When recruiting participants, I stated that interviews would last approximately 60
minutes. Of the 17 interviews, 12 lasted between 50 minutes and 60 minutes. Three interviews
went over 60 minutes with the longest interview lasting one hour and 12 minutes. Two
interviews were completed in fewer than 50 minutes with the shortest interview only lasting 32
minutes. All 17 participants had cameras turned on throughout the interview, but cameras on was
not a requirement.
Data Analysis Methods
Since Marton first established phenomenography as a legitimate research method,
numerous researchers have described phenomenography data collection and data analysis
(Bowden, 2000; Marton, 1981, 1986; Marton & Booth, 1997; Marton & Pong, 2005; Stolz, 2020;
Tight, 2016; Yates et al., 2012). Marton explained phenomenography data analysis as a fourstage approach; however, with time, the approaches have been adapted, combined, divided, and
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discussed anywhere from three stages to seven stages (McGill, 2018; Jobin & Turale, 2019;
Yates et al., 2012).
For this study, I used a seven-stage analysis described by most recent
phenomenographers. The seven-stage analysis is a more iterative than sequential process that
moves until the analysis has concluded (Yates et al., 2012). Instead of analyzing individual data
once following the interview with the participant, the researcher must return to the data
continuously so that data is analyzed collectively, rather than as individual units. In addition, the
seven-stage approach to phenomenography data analysis provides a clearer foundation for future
replication of a study. The seven stages of data analysis are: familiarization, compilation,
condensation (or reduction), grouping, comparison, naming, and determining the final outcome
space (Khan, 2014; Sjöström & Dahlgren, 2002). Whether the researcher uses three stages or
seven or more stages, data analysis for phenomenography is a rigorous coding process with
multiple stages to identify conceptions, categories of description, and to determine the outcome
space using an iterative approach.
During the first stage, familiarization, the researcher read the transcripts multiple times in
order to become familiar with the content and to correct any errors that may have occurred
during transcription. The researcher also shared the transcript with the participant to check for
any errors or misinterpretations. During stage two, the researcher gathered all participant’s
responses to each question so that the researcher could read all responses to a single question.
During this second stage, the researcher began identifying similar elements within each response
to a question. Following the compilation step, the researcher condensed, or reduced, the data.
Based on specific views expressed during the interview, the researcher's primary task shifted to
identifying and grouping ways the participant experienced or perceived the experience (e.g.,
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literally or metaphorically) (Stolz, 2020). The researcher carefully removed any components
within the data that were unnecessary, repetitive, or not relevant to the phenomena.
The fourth stage, grouping, is where conceptions were made. A conception, or way of
experiencing, is the basic unit of data measurement in phenomenography (Hajar, 2020; Marton
& Pong, 2005; Säljö, 1997; Sjöström & Dahlgren, 2002; Tight, 2016; Yates et al., 2012).
Conceptions are the different ways of understanding a phenomenon (Marton & Pong, 2005). In
this study, conceptions were the occupational and educational backgrounds of academic advisors
as well as how current advisors learned about student development theory and NACADA’s
Conceptual Core Competency and their perceptions about how it impacted their advising
practice. The conceptions were then grouped into similar categories, called categories of
description. To distinguish the difference between conceptions and categories of description,
Yates et al. (2012) explained that participant’s ways of experiencing some certain features of
reality are known as conceptions, whereas categories of description apply to several or collective
conceptions. After categories of description were determined, the researcher reread transcripts to
prepare for the next stage.
Stage five, comparison of categories, I returned to the transcripts on a regular basis to
look for signs of commonality between transcripts belonging to the same category (Åkerlind,
2005b). With this refinement of categories, the researcher established boundaries among the
categories of description. There are four qualities distinguishing categories of description to set
one apart from another: relational, experiential, content-oriented, and qualitative (Hajar, 2020;
Marton & Booth, 1997; Yates et al., 2012). Stage six, naming, I named each category of
description and provided evidence to support why each category was significant.
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The final stage, stage seven, the researcher determined the outcome space. The outcome
space is the final outcome of phenomenographic research. The phenomena is represented in the
same way that categories of description express conceptions by the outcome space, which depicts
the complex of distinct experiences that make up the phenomenon (Yates et al., 2012). The
outcome space describes the phenomenon and the ways the phenomenon can be experienced by
individuals. The outcomes can be expressed in a number of ways, such as graphs, charts, or other
organizational, hierarchy structures. These findings are discussed analytically as different ways
of viewing the phenomenon but also the structural ties that connect these many modes of
experience (Åkerlind, 2005b). According to Åkerlind (2005b), “these relationships represent the
structure of the ‘outcome space’, in terms of providing an elucidation of relations between
different ways of experiencing the one phenomenon” (p. 322).
Trustworthiness
When discussing validity, Creswell and Creswell (2018) recommend incorporating more
than one approach or strategies to check accuracy. For this study, I will use member checking
throughout the study to ensure that what the participant says during the interview is what they
actually meant to convey. Not only does this accuracy checking provide trustworthiness within
the study, but it also confirms the number and variety of conceptions within the study. Sharing
transcriptions post-interview is considered best practices within phenomenography (Yates et al.,
2012).
I also used a physical, reflex journal to record decisions made throughout the research
process, document modifications made, and to keep track of personal reactions and notes
throughout the research process. I used this physical, reflex journal with handwritten notes
starting with participant recruitment and throughout the entire data analysis process.
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In addition to using member checking, I also documented a meticulous, comprehensive
presentation of the findings (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The purpose of this research was to
document the backgrounds and perceptions of participants and to report the vast differences
among participant backgrounds. This was done to, essentially, set the scene and to provide a
descriptive background of each participant based on their institution’s advising mission and
vision and how advising is conducted in their respective institution. This document review
provided triangulation and provided additional trustworthiness. A review of the institution’s
advising mission found on each institution’s website also ensured trustworthiness within my
study.
Ethical Considerations
Prior to beginning this study, I submitted my research plan to the Institutional Review
Board (IRB) at East Tennessee State University (ESTU) for approval. Participants in the study
signed an informed consent form carefully composed so that the participant was aware of their
rights as a participant in the study as well as any potential risks.
Because I am employed as a primary role academic advisor at a regional comprehensive
university in the Southern United States, I did not contact any primary role advisors, or any
employee of the university in which I am employed, for any part of this study. Participants were
selected from institutions other than the institution in which I am employed so that I remained
objective and gathered a diverse number of perspectives from participants.
It was imperative for me to be clear about the purpose of this study as it was not to
evaluate how much one knows about student development theories and NACADA’s Conceptual
Core Competency, but how one learned about student development theory and NACADA’s
Conceptual Core Competency and the participant’s experience becoming a primary role
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academic advisor. The purpose of this study was also not to evaluate an advising center at an
institution, nor was it to evaluate the participants’ coworkers. Any information shared that could
negate the work of academic advisors at various centers at higher education institutions was not
shared or disclosed to anyone outside the study.
After the interview, I used a pseudonym when referring to the participant throughout the
remainder of the study. In addition, I did not use the name of the institution in the study. Instead,
the institution was described by region, classification, and size (e.g., small, private college in the
Southwest United States). This ensured anonymity for both the participant and the participant’s
respective institution.
Chapter Summary
With approval from IRB, ETSU’s Graduate Studies, and the chair and committee of this
dissertation, this study was conducted with the utmost ethical considerations for a
phenomenography research study to learn about primary role academic advisors currently
employed at higher education institutions in the United States.
The most appropriate method for this study was phenomenography since the purpose of
phenomenography is to study how one thinks and learns about a phenomenon. In this case, I
studied how current professionals became primary role academic advisors and how they learned
about student development theories and NACADA’s Conceptual Core Competency.
The primary data collected for this study were individual interviews with participants that
were recorded, transcribed, and coded. To ensure accuracy, I shared the transcript with the
participant to check for any misunderstandings or miscommunications with my interpretation.
Participants remained anonymous by using a pseudonym and a description of their respective
institution instead of the actual institution name. Data was analyzed by first reducing the data,
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then comparing each perspective with all the others until categories emerge, and finally by fully
articulating categories of perspective.
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Chapter 4. Findings
Introduction
The purpose of this phenomenographic study was to understand the experiences,
backgrounds, and perspectives of new, primary role academic advisors currently working with
students at four-year public institutions in the United States. The interviewed population
consisted of new, primary role academic advisors currently working with students at four-year
institutions in the United States.
Data Collection
I used a qualitative design to form a detailed analysis of new, primary role academic
advisors’ experiences, backgrounds, and perspectives as they entered the advising profession.
The following research questions guided this study:
Research Question 1. How do primary role academic advisors perceive their educational
and occupational backgrounds influence their work with students?
Research Question 2. Do new primary role academic advisors know of NACADA’s
Conceptual Core Competency? If so, how do primary role academic advisors describe learning
about NACADA’s Conceptual Core Competency?
Research Question 3. What elements of NACADA’s Conceptual Core Competency do
primary role academic advisors report as influencing their work with students?
Research Question 4. How did primary role academic advisors describe learning about
student development theory?
Research Question 5. What are the ways primary role academic advisors perceive that
knowledge of student development theory impacts their work with students?
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Interviews are the preferred method of data collection for phenomenography; however,
the research method encourages researchers to collect other forms of supporting data to
supplement participant interviews. For this purpose, three types of data were collected for this
research: artifacts, including directory information found on the participant’s respective
institutional website, including the advisor biography if available, and items participants would
share following the interview; the participant’s completed questionnaire; and a semi-structured
interview. I also used a physical journal for analytical memos to record thoughts about the data
collection and analysis process, to follow a checklist of steps to complete during the time of data
collection and analysis, and to document emerging perceptions and themes. Table 4 below
illustrates the data collection methods for this study.
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Table 4
Data Collection Types, Sources, and Purposes
Data Type

Data Source

Purpose

Survey

Online questionnaire

To understand demographic information of
academic advisors, to learn educational
background and occupational background of
each participant, to learn about advisor
background and experience in higher
education, to gather information about
current advisor experience and information
about advising at respective institution

Semi-structured
interviews

Individual semi-structured
interviews

To explore the background experience of
primary role academic advisors and the
influence backgrounds may have on primary
role academic advisors, to learn perceptions
of NACADA’s Core Competency Model,
specifically the Conceptual Core
Competency, to learn advisor perception and
learned experience with student
development theory.

Artifacts

Individual academic
advisor advising
philosophies, advising
philosophy statements,
advisor presentation
material, individual advisor
biographical information
from respective
institutional websites

To explore advisor experience with advising
as a profession, NACADA’s Core
Competency, specifically the Conceptual
Core Competency, to gather details about
the student population the advisor advises,
to gather advisor background information

For this study, I used a seven-stage analysis recommended by researchers that recently
completed phenomenography research: familiarization, compilation, condensation (or reduction),
grouping, comparison, naming, and determining the final outcome space (Khan, 2014; Sjöström
& Dahlgren, 2002). Analytical memoing was used throughout the entire research processes to
create a reflection regarding emerging patterns, categories, themes, and concepts (Saldaña,
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2021). Using member checks and analytical memoing, recurring themes and categories emerged
from the participant discussions, creating triangulation.
Confidentiality was ensured by a participant key attached to each participant’s selected
pseudonym. Each participant’s current job title, respective institution, and location of institution
was not used within these findings. All identifying factors have been generalized for participant
confidentiality. The findings section provides a series of direct quotations from the participants
as supporting evidence. The discussion of the data and recommendations for future research are
presented in Chapter 5.
Participant Profiles
I recruited the 17 participants using criterion and snowball sampling. All participants
were new (0-5 years of experience) primary role academic advisors currently working with
students at U.S. public, four-year higher education institutions. I did not personally know any
participants prior to interviewing. Table 5 outlines participant demographics, experience in
higher education, experience in current role as a primary role academic advisor, and current
NACADA membership.
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Table 5
Participant Characteristics and Demographics
Pseudonym

Melinda
Elizabeth
Patrick
Bobby
Charlotte
Jackie
Nora
Kristen
Jennifer
Craig
Ali
Drew
Emily
John
Hanna
Danielle
Heather

Age Group

30s
20s
50s
50s
20s
30s
40s
20s
20s
20s
40s
30s
40s
30s
40s
30s
30s

Experience
Working in Higher
Education

8 years
4 years
5.5 years
11 years
5 years
5.5 years
15 years
5 years
4 years
3 years
11 years
13 years
6 years
4 years
2.5 years
7 years
7 years

Experience
Working as
Primary Role
Academic Advisor
3 months
2 years
4 years
3 years
3 years
10 months
6 months
2 years
2 years
1 year
2 years
2 months
3 months
1 year
4 months
5 years
1 year

NACADA
Member

NO
NO
YES
YES
YES
NO
NO
NO
YES
NO
YES
NO
YES
YES
NO
YES
NO

Of the 17 participants, eight have completed or are currently pursuing a graduate degree
related to higher education. All 17 participants reported earning a bachelor’s degree and 15
participants reported earning a Master’s Degree. Two of the 17 participants had not completed a
master’s degree at the time of data collection; however, one participant planned to complete his
degree by the end of the next term. Two of the 17 participants were pursuing additional graduate
degrees. One was completing coursework for a doctorate degree, and another was pursuing a
Master’s of Library Science Degree. Four participants completed internships and/or practicums
within their higher education graduate degree program.
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All 17 participants reported having some experience working in higher education prior to
becoming a primary role academic advisor. Six of the 17 participants had prior employment in
higher education as a Graduate Assistant and three of the 17 participants had prior experience as
an undergraduate student worker. The following paragraphs include a profile of each participant
in the study.
Melinda earned her bachelor’s degree from a public, four-year institution, double
majoring in Spanish and English, as well as minoring in Geography. At the same institution in
which she completed her undergraduate degree, she completed her degree of Master of Arts in
Spanish and Linguistics. Melinda previously worked as a program assistant and admissions
officer for two different professional departments at a four-year public institution. While
completing her graduate degree, she held a Graduate Assistant lecturer position.
Elizabeth completed her bachelor’s degree from a public, four-year institution, majoring
in Community and Leadership Development. She completed her degree of Master of Education
from another public, four-year institution in College Student Personnel, Higher Education. While
enrolled as a graduate student, she completed an internship in academic advising. Elizabeth
previously worked as a coordinator and as a student service advisor for a non-profit organization.
She also served as a career advisor for her Graduate Assistantship.
Phillip earned his associate’s degree in General Studies from a public community college
and, years later, returned to complete his bachelor’s degree, majoring in General Studies at a
public, four-year institution. He then completed his degree of Masters of Education in College
Student Affairs. While completing his graduate program, he was the logistics leader for new
student orientation for the New Student and Family Programs at his respective institution. During
this specific internship, he volunteered time by working in the Military Student Assistance
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Center. This volunteer effort allowed him to continue his internship responsibilities for a second
internship requirement. Phillip previously served in the United States Military, was involved in
sales distribution, and served as a district manager for a major retail corporation. He also worked
in a Student Success Center as a graduate assistant.
Bobby earned his bachelor's degree, majoring in Family & Church Education, minoring
in Business from a private, four-year institution. He then completed his degree of Master of Arts
in Theological Studies from the same private, four-year institution. Bobby was previously an
Assistant Registrar for a private, Liberal Arts College and a Financial Aid Counselor for a fouryear public institution.
Charlotte earned her bachelor’s degree from a public, four-year institution, majoring in
Sport Management. Soon after completing her undergraduate degree, she earned her degree of
Master of Science in Sport Administration from a private institution. During her undergraduate
program, she worked as an Athletic Academic Coordinator student worker. While a graduate
student, she worked as a Success Coach for Student Athletes for a graduate assistantship.
Jackie earned her bachelor’s degree from a four-year public institution, majoring in
History. Because of her positive educational experience, she immediately enrolled in a graduate
degree program; however, she paused her degree progress near the end of completion because of
various life circumstances. Later in life, she enrolled in a public, four-year institution to complete
her degree of Master of Arts in Anthropology. Because she enjoys learning and the institution for
which she is employed offers tuition waivers, she is enrolled in a Master of Library Science
program. Jackie previously worked in management for an environmental health organization,
was a staff writer for a news publication, and worked as an archeological technician. She also
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served in a number of roles in higher education such as Admissions Officer, Adjunct Instructor,
Benefits Coordinator, and Administrative Support Associate.
Nora earned her bachelor’s degree from a public, four-year institution, majoring in
Kinesiology. She then attended another public, four-year institution in the same state to complete
her degree of Master of Public Administration. Nora previously worked in higher education
administration within fitness and wellness at two different institutions. Outside of higher
education, she worked as an operation manager to oversee marketing and social media,
accounting, logistics, and supply chain initiatives. She also worked in K-12 education teaching
reading and language for small-group English Language Learners.
Kristen earned her bachelor’s degree from a public, four-year institution, majoring in
Biology, Society, and Environment. She immediately enrolled in a graduate program at the same
institution to earn a degree of Master of Arts in Multicultural College Teaching and Learning.
Kristen’s previous work experience was only in higher education, as a student worker and as a
graduate assistant. During her undergraduate career, she served as a Resident Assistant and a
student worker in the Admissions Office. After completing her undergraduate program, she
continued to work in the Admissions Office as a graduate assistant.
Jennifer earned a bachelor’s degree at a public, four-year institution, majoring in
Agriculture Education and Communication. After completing her undergraduate degree, she took
a gap year before earning a degree of Master of Education in Student Personnel Services with a
Higher Education concentration from the same institution in which she earned her bachelor’s.
The Student Personnel Services degree included practicum work and internships in academic
advising and academic coaching. Jennifer only held positions in higher education before
becoming a primary role academic advisor. After earning her undergraduate degree, she took a
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gap year and worked at a four-year public institution as an Administrative Assistant directly
under a college dean and assistant dean at the university. After her gap year, she worked as a
Graduate Assistant in Student Development where her focus was on off-campus student life,
student leadership, and program development for student housing.
Craig completed his bachelor’s degree from a public, four-year institution, majoring in
Media Communication. Following the completion of his undergraduate degree, he immediately
enrolled in a Master of Science College Student Personnel Services degree program at another
public institution, where he is currently enrolled. Craig’s background is unique compared to the
other participants because his employment experience was not only just in higher education, but
it all took place during his undergraduate career. Soon after matriculating at a four-year public
institution, he began working in Admissions. During the summer, he worked in an Upward
Bound TRIO program. For his second year of undergrad, he worked in the Registrar’s Office
and, later, as a Financial Aid advisor. Then, because he enjoyed working directly with students
and seeing their growth, he left the Financial Aid office and became a secondary retention
advisor for the Student Success TRIO Office. He is now a primary role academic advisor, but he
also serves as a co-instructor for a four-year public institution’s Living Learning Community for
STEM students where he works with students in conflict resolution, major exploration, and
career readiness.
Ali earned her bachelor’s degree from a private, liberal arts college, majoring in
Sociology and Anthropology, minoring in Studio Art. Since then, she enrolled in a Master of
Divinity degree program and enjoyed the coursework, but was unable to complete the program.
Recently, she began a Master of Public Administration degree program, but due to the pandemic,
she was forced to take a break and has not yet finished. She previously worked in training and

100

development at Walt Disney World, as a Hospitality Program Manager, and an event coordinator
and director of marketing and communication for a non-profit organization. In higher education,
she served as the Director of Communications for a four-year public institution.
Drew completed his Bachelor of Arts Degree from a public, four-year institution, double
majoring in English and Psychology. He later completed his degree of Master of Arts in English
from the same institution. Drew previously worked as faculty for a community college and a
four-year public institution. He also worked in Conflicts of Interest & Research Compliance at a
four-year public institution.
Emily completed her bachelor’s degree from a private, technological research institution,
majoring in Biology. She later completed a degree of Master of Science in Genetic Counseling
from a public, four-year institution. Recently, she completed a second graduate degree of Master
of Science in Instructional and Performance Technology from a four-year public institution.
Emily previously worked as a Genetics Counselor. She was also a faculty member and faculty
advisor at a four-year public institution.
After completing an associate’s degree from a public community college, John completed
his bachelor’s degree from a public, four-year public institution, majoring in History. He earned
a degree of Master of Education in Higher Education Administration from a public, four-year
institution. John held numerous part time jobs as he worked to complete all of his degrees. He
also served as a Student Engagement Specialist in higher education at a public community
college.
Hanna earned her bachelor’s degree from a private, liberal arts college, double majoring
in History and English. A decade later, she earned a degree of Master of Arts in History from a
four-year public institution. Prior to becoming a primary role academic advisor, Hanna was a
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small business owner and office manager for a professional health organization. She was also
faculty for a community college.
Danielle earned a bachelor’s degree from a public, four-year institution, majoring in
Anthropology and African American Studies. After she completed her undergraduate degree, she
earned a degree of Master of Arts in African and African American Studies, as well as a Master
of Public Health in Community Health Studies from a public, four-year institution. She is
currently pursuing a doctorate in Sociology from a four-year public institution. Danielle
previously worked in public health, conducting research abroad. She also completed her
Graduate Assistantship as a student counselor and peer advisor.
Heather earned a bachelor’s degree from a private, liberal arts college, majoring in
English Literature. Later, she completed a degree of Master of Education in International
Education Leadership from a four-year public institution. Prior to becoming a primary role
academic advisor, Heather worked in higher education as a study abroad advisor for a four-year
public institution’s Global Engagement Office. She also worked as a state travel and destination
advisor, a game master for an escape room business, and an advisor for Tokyo International
University of America.
Researcher Memos and Notes
Throughout the entire data collection and data analysis process, I kept a physical reflex
journal in order to trace ideas and personal reactions during interviews and when analyzing data.
I also used the journal to keep track of how codes, and later conceptions, were developed
throughout analysis stages four through seven.
I took reflexive notes throughout each interview and then, after each interview was
completed, I printed physical copies of the transcripts to read and become familiar with the
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contents. Then, I compiled all participant responses into a single document, printed a physical
copy, and then read responses as they related to each question. During this time, I took
preliminary notes in my research journal and added reflexive notes to each transcript. I did reach
out to two participants for clarification on some points or to gather more information. Following
the compilation step, I started to group conceptions within the data based on each research
question. Because data was rich, I had to winnow data within the themes. In order to do this, I
used Microsoft Word and Microsoft Excel to organize the rich data into categories for
comparison and, later, naming of themes for the final outcome space.
In order to address Research Question 3’s concerns of a specific competency, I had to
slightly alter the process. When asked directly if participants knew of NACADA’s Core
Competency Model, specifically the Conceptual Core Competency, advisors either indicated
they were unaware of the model or were unsure of how the model influences their work with
students. However, by asking probing questions about academic advising and working with
students, participants were able to explain in great detail what they value within academic
advising. As the researcher, I observed how these values are directly related to NACADA’s
Conceptual Core Competency, but participants were unaware that there was a title or concept
connected to those values.
In order to determine how NACADA’s Conceptual Core Competency influences primary
role academic advisors’ work with students, I adapted Venable’s (2021) NACADA Core
Competencies Self-Assessment for University of Nebraska-Lincoln (Appendix E) and coded
participant responses based on the elements within each of the Conceptual Core Components.
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Interview Results
Following a constructivist epistemological framework, the responses from this semistructured, phenomenographic study were coded and themed in accordance to the study’s
research questions. This framework understands that each participant’s experiences,
backgrounds, and perceptions are subjective, detailing the connection of previous knowledge and
experiences to new information. Each participant arrived in their respective office with their own
knowledge and experiences that shape how they approach their work and the individual
initiatives they complete to successfully guide, advocate, and empower their advisees. This
framework centers on how current advisors incorporate their previous knowledge and previous
experiences into what they learn at their respective institution. In this section, direct quotes and
thick, rich descriptions of experiences support the categories and themes discovered during the
coding process.
Research Question 1
How do primary role academic advisors perceive their educational and occupational
backgrounds influence their work with students?
Primary role academic advisors arrive on campus with diverse backgrounds and a
multitude of individual experiences. There are no standardized advising qualifications for higher
education institutions within the United States, nor are there any baseline educational
requirements. Some advisors may have only earned a bachelor’s degree, others may have
completed one or numerous graduate degrees. Advisors may have an educational or even
occupational background in the subject area in which they advise, whereas others may have zero
major-specific experience or knowledge. Many advisors shared creative comparisons of advisors
to inanimate objects. In a fun, not degrading way, participant Drew compared academic advising

104

to a junk drawer: “We all come to it from different places. Some of us might be a battery, others
might be the spoon, others the weird, like takeout knife, but they all just land in one single
place.” Two participants both used the phrase “not cookie cutter” when describing the process of
becoming an advisor. One of those participants, Danielle, expanded on it by shared the
following:
I think the beautiful thing about advising is you can come from so many different
disciplines and bring those unique skills and styles to your advising style. And I tell that
to our new advisors who are sitting in with different advisors, and they’re like, ‘y’all do
this so differently!’ and ‘y’all have different styles!’ But, that’s fine! And there’s room
for that in advising. It’s not cookie cutter.
Participant Nora explained the benefits of the diverse backgrounds, how each advisor arrives on
campus with their “niche,” their background area they can share with the advising team to
become better-rounded as a group:
About half of our staff came straight out of grad school into an academic advising
position and then the other half have similar stories to mine. Some of the information on
just student development and understanding students and their process and how to work
with students, is something helpful. The other thing I’ve learned, at least in our office
with academic advising, is that everyone has their niche.
She elaborated further as we continued talking about the strengths of having a diversity of
advisor backgrounds in a center:
I think in working in an office where people come in with a variety of different
backgrounds, there's a lot of different ways to be or different paths to be successful as an
academic advisor. It's interesting, we all have our different strengths, and like I said, our
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different niche specializations and things we're good at. And so and that's what I love
about this position is that and we all build and draw from each other because of that. I
have learned from the person in office who's got the Career Services background, I've
learned a lot from the two that work with our Honor students. They learn a lot from me in
terms of the wellness aspect, and how to have some of those kind of difficult
conversations with students about where they're at and their mental health. So yeah, we're
all kind of learning from each other and serving students in lots of different ways.
When discussing the diverse backgrounds of academic advisors and their educational and
occupational backgrounds, participants shared how their backgrounds directly influence how
they approach their work with students. There were numerous instances in which educational and
occupational backgrounds influenced specific situations when advising students, but there were
four overall themes presented: student wellness, customer service, undergraduate education
experience, and higher education graduate degree experience.
Student Wellness. Three participants have backgrounds in health and wellness. Because
of this background, it shapes the way in which they meet with students. For example, when Nora
was considering a career in academic advising, she acknowledged that her background in student
wellness and health would be an asset to her direct work with students. During our interview, she
commented:
Since my undergraduate and graduate work was more towards health and wellness, [I
focus on] how that impacts work, academic success, and your day to day. So, when I’m
not doing the, ‘ok, let’s get you registered for classes,’ ‘let's’ focus on these things,’ that’s
where my conversation tends to go. I’ll ask how much sleep a student is getting, if they
are involved in campus, are they getting any regular exercise, how they are eating, are
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they getting enough to eat or not. So that’s kind of my niche and where a lot of my
conversations go with students when we get away from the typical conversational task
lists.
Within our conversation, she discussed the diversity of backgrounds among advisors within her
staff and how each advisor has their own niche that shapes how they approach conversations
with students. In addition, their respective niche and their personal experiences provide learning
opportunities for one another when meeting as a staff to learn how they can better serve students.
Emily discussed how her background in genetics counseling shapes how she approaches
difficult conversations with students. In fact, before she started as a primary role academic
advisor, she pursued a second graduate degree in Instructional and Performance Technology. She
enrolled in this second graduate degree program because she realized the actual challenge that
she found most enjoyable, in addition to the “lightbulb moment” she had with students, within
her previous work as a Genetics Counselor. She continued her remark as follows:
If I was meeting with a patient, and I needed them to get a colonoscopy every year, it is
not a pleasant experience. But I need you to do that for your health, like how is the best
way to convey information to help somebody really recognize the importance of
something where they’re actually going to take action instead of just absorbing
information?
When discussing her transition from a Genetics Counselor to a primary role academic advisor at
a major research institution in the country, she said:
There’s so many skill sets that are so transferable from what I did as a genetics counselor,
in terms of that counseling aspect of it helping people make difficult decisions during
challenging times, just the building rapport with an individual in front of you, helping
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them to establish trust when you have to give them information that maybe they don’t
want to hear. So even though the content is different, the skill set is very similar.
Because of her previous educational and successful occupational experience within genetics, she
was able to make the connections between counseling within an individual’s health needs and a
student’s academic needs, especially when it comes to having difficult conversations when a
student must make a decision in order to increase their individual success in their pursuit of
higher education.
Like Emily, Danielle discussed how both her educational and occupational background
influence not only her conversations with students, but her day-to-day work outside of student
advising appointments. She noted the following:
For me, it was the background and understanding why people make health behavior
choices. So, choices that might be perceived as risky, or not in the best interest of their
health, health behavior theory, but also program evaluation, grant writing, like how you
put programs together for community health efforts, how you evaluate them, all of those
skills are super applicable to new initiatives that we try in the college. Also, just kind of
that system thinking of like, ok, the student wants to schedule an appointment, what’s the
process that they go through? How can we make that easier? Or how can we get that
information we need from them ahead of their appointment? And, you know, thinking
through all of these steps very analytically, helps us create better student programs. And I
feel like my background in public health really equips me to do that.
Later during our conversation regarding student development theory and theories shaping our
work, Danielle mostly discussed health behavior theory and, like Nora, how that specific
knowledge shapes her day-to-day conversations with the whole student.
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In an anecdote, Charlotte shared an experience that influences her work with students as a
primary role academic advisor. Before she even considered a career in higher education, much
less becoming a primary role academic advisor, Charlotte came to understand some of the hidden
struggles of student athletes on campus:
One of my best friends at the time was telling me about her struggles. Because she had
multiple concussions it was difficult for her to take tests and she couldn’t read for long
periods of time. Because we studied together so often, I learned a lot about the struggles
of student athletes just by being around them. That opened my eyes to the specific
struggles that they deal with and working with students as an academic advisor, I could
help advisees bridge that gap. That was really what drew me to advising.
Charlotte advises a very broad range of students of various student populations, but this
experience shaped how she perceives the student experience and how each student may struggle
with unseen ailments.
Customer Service. Three participants were able to directly connect skills gained from
previous work experience outside of higher education and connect them to their current work
with students. Two of the three participants both agreed that their educational background has
not impacted their current work with students; however, their previous occupational work has
made a direct impact on their day-to-day operations. Hanna advises students who have already
earned required credentials in a specific medical field but are enrolled to progress in their
respective field. Bobby, on the other hand, advises both traditional and nontraditional students at
a four-year public institution in a highly competitive STEM major. He meets with students both
physically in his office within the university advising center as well as remotely, depending on
the preference of the individual student.
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Prior to becoming a primary role academic advisor, Hanna taught at the community
college level. Later, she managed a medical office for 15 years prior to returning to higher
education. Hanna commented that working with nontraditional students at the community
college and her customer service experience she gained while managing the medical office made
her an ideal candidate to advise students advancing in their respective medical field. She
commented:
My past experience has helped me in this job and why I was chosen to be on this team is
because of my experience with nontraditional students at the community college. Many
students attending community colleges are nontraditional, they may have attended
another institution prior, and they may have been out of school for 5, 10, 15 years, and
are now coming back to finish up their certification and complete their bachelor’s degree.
She specifically mentioned how her experience managing the medical office developed her
customer service skills. Hanna works in an office at the university, yet she meets with students
remotely since they are fully online and reside across the country. When meeting with students,
she does not really discuss much of the student’s personal life since her specific population of
students presumably all have the same end goal: to progress in their respective medical field as
quickly as possible:
The university is moving in a bit of a more customer service style in general. The student
population we work with is older and already working, so they are pretty proactive. The
advisor in this role has to be someone who has strong customer service skills because we
have to be able to respond to students in a timely manner and be responsive to student
needs. That’s what this population already expects.
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This was interesting because her students are not seeking the traditional student experience.
Hanna’s student advising appointments tend to be short with a quick turnaround because of the
student population she advises and common student needs.
Prior to becoming a primary role academic advisor, Bobby spent a decade in other higher
education roles, specifically financial aid. While his experience in financial aid allowed him to
learn how an institution operates and gave him the skills to make him an ideal candidate for an
advising position, his previous experience working at Walt Disney World was the most
educational within the service industry. When asked how his experience impacted his abilities to
serve in his current role, he quickly responded with customer service. He stated that “even
though we don’t look at students as our customers, they really are because they can go to any
college, any university they want.” He related the student choice of institution to student success
metrics, asking, “In our field, what are we hearing all the time? Retention. What is the
enrollment? What is the data? What’s the data telling us? If we’re not doing well, with how we
treat our students, they’re not coming back.” He continued:
I learned … by going through Disney University and the experience there that you have
to listen to your customer. In this case, we have to listen to our students. We need to learn
what the issue is. Next, can I fix it? If so, I need to fix it. If I can’t fix it, then I have to be
able to give acceptable and alternative options.
While also discussing how to learn what the issue is and then determine if the issue is able to be
resolved, he mentioned how, because of policies, advisors can only do so much to serve the
student. He compared the contentious customer service phrase, “the customer is always right,” to
riding Space Mountain:
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At the end of the day, I hate the phrase the customer’s always right. The customer is not
always right. …If a student is telling me that their dream is to be a computer scientist, but
they can’t do math, well, they are not going to make it through the major without math
skills. So, I just have to tell students up front, that’s not happening. So, no, the customer
is not always right. So, we create a backup plan, perhaps a minor in computer science,
with some courses here and there. …I use Space Mountain as an example. A guest at
Disney had come to me and said, ‘I need to ride Space Mountain, but I don’t want the
seat belt. I want to feel free.’ I’m obviously going to tell the guest no, because they could
die without the seatbelt. So, in that instance, the customer is not always right. Sometimes
we have to say that what they want is just not acceptable. Same thing in education,
students can’t always do what they want to do. Or, maybe what was permissible for
another student is not permissible for you, because you could be on a different catalog.
During our conversation, Bobby shared that he has presented at several conferences relating the
theory of customer service within higher education from a Disney perspective. After the
interview, he sent me a copy of the slide deck from his most recent presentation, sharing how he
has connected his previous work experience to his current work with students.
Phillip, the third participant to make a connection between his previous occupational
experience and his current work with students, was once a distributor for a leading brewing
company in the country. When asked how his employment background has impacted his abilities
to serve in his current role, he stated the following:
I knew from my time working in the beer business that I really liked matching people’s
needs to products. I like that social aspect and matching different things to others’
interests, even though it’s beer. … I think that I’ve got plenty of experience in asking

112

questions to uncover different things and gather information from people. Active
listening, things you’re doing when you’re selling and interacting with people every day.
That’s part of it. So, I have … brought some of the interaction skills, social skills, and
active listening skills that I think are helpful in this job.
Previous Undergraduate Experience. Four participants shared how their previous
undergraduate experience directly impacts their current work with students. While each
participant’s experience is different, I discerned a commonality that many used student
advocacy, support, and empowerment in their current work which was derived from their own
undergraduate career.
Jackie is advising students in a major very different from the major she completed during
her undergraduate career; however, when asked how her educational path has impacted her
abilities to serve in her current role, her response focused on the experiential similarities rather
than the academic dissimilarities:
I got a Bachelor’s Degree in History… and had a very traditional undergraduate
experience. I lived on campus. I graduated in four years. I loved that time and it really
changed me. I was a terrible high school student, the worst. My parents didn’t take me to
tour colleges or anything, so I didn’t know anything about college. I just went to the one
in town, and it blew my mind. It was awesome. I immediately thought, “I belong here.”
Jackie’s response was unique in that not only was her collegiate experience positive, but she
directly stated that a sense of belonging made a difference on how she perceived education
moving forward. Because of her lack of support prior to her undergraduate career followed by
her individual growth as a whole student, she commented that she connects with students that
“haven’t had it all laid out for them.” She said the students she likes the most “have kind of
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struggled a little … it might be that they’re first-generation students [or] their household income
is at a certain level,” allowing them to enter a specific program for additional assistance. She
concluded, stating that “it’s rewarding to see their growth and success, and you can better
connect with them.”
Charlotte primarily spoke of how her previous experiences are focused within student
wellness; however, she also discussed her negative encounters with her own academic advisor
while pursuing her bachelor’s degree. Because she was in a major popular with student athletes,
she struggled to register for required upper division courses during her junior and senior year (as
student athletes often have priority registration and are able to register earlier than other
students). If she was not able to register for these courses and take them when required, she
would have to delay graduation. She knew this conflict was on the horizon during her junior year
and was prepared for it, but she was not prepared for the lack of effort, response, and support
from the academic advisor she had worked with for the past three years.
I, a non-student athlete in a major largely made up of student athletes with priority
registration, did not get in and needed an override. I had to go through this whole process
and the advisor was completely unavailable for me at that time. I had to contact our
department chair and professors myself. It was this whole pulling teeth thing because I
got put on a waitlist for both of the classes. It was a huge mess, but if I did not get an
override, or get an override for the internship class the following semester, I wouldn't
graduate on time. So I got stuck doing that all by myself, and it really soured my
impression of what an academic advisor was. For me … advising has done nothing …
because she just handed me a pack of paper every four semesters for four years. And
that’s all she’s ever done.
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She concluded this narrative, stating, “She is the epitome of what I will not be and one of the two
reasons why I do this work. Everything I do in academic advising, I strive to do better than her.”
Because of this experience, she has become focused on problem solving with students, being
proactive and asking questions, to prevent future issues for students.
During our interview, Kristen discussed how she had one interaction with her academic
advisor and, following that interaction, she decided she would not return. During Kristen’s
undergraduate career, her academic advisor directly stated that because of her academic ability
(Kristen was not sure what academic ability she was referring to since she was a first-year
freshman), she could not take two specific classes together. Not taking these two courses
together negatively impacted future semesters because of the prerequisites, but because of the
conversation she had with her advisor, Kristen believed this was policy. After a conversation
with a peer, someone already established in the major, she learned that there was no such policy,
nor were there any restrictions keeping her from enrolling simultaneously in these courses.
Kristen was upset because the advisor had made an assumption about her ability without
ever having a conversation with her. This experience made a direct impact on how she works
with students today.
I can’t imagine how many students … especially like first gen students, students of color,
marginalized students, whatever the case, whatever the category. …We’re told –
Underserved communities are just told to listen. [We’re] told what to do and [we] listen! I
challenged that – which, thank goodness! …I want to be that person to encourage and to
empower students. …I can’t imagine how many students also struggled with that. And
were pushed into a program or a degree or a class that they didn’t need or didn’t want.
And I’ve heard so many things from other students as well, at that time. I’m like, ‘No!
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That’s not okay!” …I want to be that person to make sure that students are being told the
whole truth … and are able to make the decision for themselves. …I’ll let you know the
information, and then you make that decision.
She continued to share anecdotes on her recent outreach to ensure students, especially
underserved students, receive not only accurate information, but easily overlooked information
that may help them in the future, such as scholarship opportunities. She explained how she will
go above and beyond to make sure students know they are supported and that she is genuine in
her advocacy. She concluded, stating, “I can let students know that I am here, I am with them,
and I am going to help them move forward. …I’m thankful for those past experiences that I had,
even though they were awful at the time.” She explained that she is not afraid to tell students
about her experiences, how she failed a class and had to withdraw from other classes, because
her experience validates the experiences of her students.
When I asked Craig if he was advising a specific population of students based on his
educational experiences, he responded yes, he is actually advising students in the same
undergraduate major that he completed. His undergraduate experience has positively influenced
his current work with students because he not only completed the same coursework, but he also
had many of the same faculty. Craig reflected on this as offering unique insight:
The faculty that I had are still here. So, when students have questions about a professor I
can say, ‘Well, when I had them in class…’ I am able to make those connections. When
they are struggling in their courses, I can explain something that helped me when I took
the course or provide additional resources, tutors, or other helpful folks that can help.
Higher Education Graduate Degree. Three participants specifically referenced their
graduate degree coursework as a direct influence to their current work as a primary role
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academic advisor. Elizabeth and Jennifer both completed a graduate degree within higher
education administration. Craig hopes to finish his graduate degree in higher education
administration this year.
Craig reported that because of his graduate coursework, he was able to understand the
connections his colleagues were discussing. He commented:
I heard colleagues talking and they would say, ‘well, this means this,’ but I wasn’t able to
make the connections they so easily did. So, being able to actually take courses within the
field and apply what I learned in practice has been a game changer.
He provided an example, showing how he has been able to make these connections to better
serve students in his role as a primary role academic advisor.
I met with a student today and we talked about family achievement guilt with firstgeneration students. She mentioned that she feels bad because she has to help take care of
her family. We were able to work through her concerns because I was able to connect
with her and empathize with her needs. Being able to have learned family achievement
guilt with first-generation students and then be able to apply what I learned – well, that’s
one of the main reasons I wanted to learn from my own research, and from my own ways
of learning, to help students succeed.
Elizabeth discussed how her experience with her graduate assistantship influenced her
conversations with students.
I think having experiences outside of academic advising, but still in higher ed, such as
leadership work [and] career services, has made it easier for me to tie in things outside of
just a four-year curriculum when I’m advising. I think it just comes naturally to me to
ask, ‘Have you thought about what you want to do with your degree when you
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graduate?’, ‘Are you getting involved on campus?’—questions that we’re encouraged to
ask as advisors I just naturally would have asked because I’ve been in other functional
areas and know how important they are beyond just, ‘Hey, are you taking calculus?’ I
think that has helped a lot.
Jennifer specifically discussed how her exposure to academic advising within her graduate
program practicum not only influenced her work with students, but provided her with the
specific preparation needed to work with students in a higher education setting. She stated:
I would say that my graduate program really prepared me to do a lot. I can’t speak to
everyone else’s experience, but I will say that having the background in higher ed,
especially student development theory, has really shaped the way that I see students and
their struggles a lot differently than my peers. I get to see a lot of student development
theory play out in my work every day and, obviously, I know that because I have the
background of thinking about those things that I studied in my higher ed program. … For
instance, I’m not just concerned with talking to them about their classes, but the
experience has allowed me to really think about advising holistically.
Jennifer, along with almost all other participants, discussed the importance of advising
holistically and thinking of the whole student.
Research Question 2
Do new primary role academic advisors know of NACADA’s Conceptual Core Competency? If
so, how do primary role academic advisors describe learning about NACADA’s Conceptual
Core Competency?
During each interview, I asked each participant to rank their knowledge of the four Pillars
of Academic Advising (NACADA’s Concept of Academic Advising, NACADA’s Core Values
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of Academic Advising, NACADA’s Core Competency Model, and the Council for the
Advancement of Standards) on a scale of 1 to 4, with 4 being the most knowledgeable. After the
first few interviews, I quickly realized that some advisors had never heard of some of the Pillars.
After this realization, I expanded my rating scale to include an option of zero if they had never
heard of the pillar. Then, I returned to previous interview transcripts and indicated if the
participant selected a score of one, but then mentioned they had never heard of the Pillar.
Of the 17 participants, nine ranked their knowledge of NACADA’s Core Competency
Model at zero. Two participants selected a score of two and the remaining six participants split
their self-ranking between three and four. One participant immediately ranked herself at zero;
however, when we continued the conversation, she was able to describe and briefly discuss the
Core Competency Model by talking through the components. From these results, I believe
participants fell mostly on each side of the spectrum: either they had zero knowledge of
NACADA’s Core Competency Model or had only briefly heard of it or they were very familiar
with the model and had used it in practice. Participant scores are listed below in Table 6.
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Table 6
NACADA’s Core Competency Model Knowledge by Participant
Score
Emily
Nora
Jackie
Drew
John
Bobby
Ali
Danielle
Charlotte
Elizabeth
Craig
Melinda
Hanna
Phillip
Heather
Kristen
Jennifer

2
2
0
0
4
0
0
4
3
3
4
0
0
3
0
0
0*

Note. Jennifer initially indicated a score of zero, but then discussed NACADA’s Core
Competency Model with detail and accuracy.
Participants that reported knowing of the NACADA Core Competency Model learned
about the specific pillar in a variety of different ways. One participant initially learned about the
Core Competency Model by attending the NACADA’s Theory and Practice of Advising
eTutorial. This eTutorial is described as “a 3.5 week, intensive-learning experience focused on
academic advising theories and applying those theories (practice)” (NACADA, 2022). Three
participants indicated they had learned about the model during graduate coursework. One that
reported learning about the model (as well as the other Pillars) stated that NACADA’s Beyond
Foundations textbook was the primary text for a course in his respective graduate program.
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Two participants, prior to becoming primary role academic advisors, reported purchasing
NACADA’s New Advisor Guidebook to familiarize themselves with the professional roles and
responsibilities of advisors. Both reported learning about the Core Competency Model by
exploring the numerous resources NACADA has available. Three participants reported learning
about the Core Competency Model through institutional training; however, one of the three
reported that she had learned about the Pillars of Academic Advising by working in a recognized
and awarded advising center as a graduate student. After leaving the respective institution, she
realized that she still had NACADA’s Core Competency Model Pocketbook and, once advising
at her current institution, began revisiting the model for her own personal development in the
profession.
All participants who ranked their knowledge of NACADA’s Core Competency Model as
3 or 4 discussed learning about the model, as well as the other Pillars of Academic Advising, as
an ongoing, developmental process. Many mentioned sharing and discussing articles with
colleagues and peers. Participants also revealed visiting NACADA’s website often to either
search for specific resources available within the Clearinghouse or simply to browse best
practices and to learn what other institutions are doing well so that they can improve their own
practice. One participant cited his respective institution as the initial reason he became selfmotivated to learn more about the profession. The institution purchased NACADA memberships
for advisors and, because the institution had invested in his work, he took advantage of the
opportunity and has started to become more involved in the professional organization and in
developmental processes on campus.
It is important to note that one participant who reported zero knowledge of NACADA’s
Core Competency Model, acknowledged that she has learned about the resources, training, and
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development opportunities specifically available to primary role academic advisors at her
respective institution. This specific institution does have an academic advising organization
dedicated to the training and development of professional advisors on campus. During our
conversation, she said that she knows NACADA exists and is a professional organization for
academic advisors globally, but she has only familiarized herself with the on-campus
organization because of its convenient proximity and current limitations with the pandemic. In
addition, she reported the on-campus organization aligns its mission and values with the mission,
values, and goals of NACADA. So while she reported not knowing of the Core Competency
Model, she did state that she may actually know the model, but as a model that her institution has
adapted instead of NACADA’s model. I contacted the Director of Academic Advising for the
institution to request access to training and development materials for this study and, once
approved, I learned that the institution’s model is very similarly aligned with that of NACADA’s
Core Competency Model.
Research Question 3
What elements of NACADA’s Conceptual Core Competency do primary role academic advisors
report as influencing their work with students?
NACADA’s Conceptual Core Competency comprises six areas in which an academic
advisor “needs to understand about the student and about the institution’s advising environment”
(Higginson, 2000, p. 301). This competency lists areas advisors must know to understand the
whole student as well as the whole student’s needs, including educational and personal needs.
The six areas include the following:


the history and role of academic advising in higher education



NACADA’s Core Values of Academic Advising
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theory relevant to academic advising



understanding advising approaches and strategies



expected outcomes of academic advising



how equitable and inclusive environments are created and maintained

When asked directly if participants knew of NACADA’s Core Competency Model, specifically
the Conceptual Core Competency, advisors either indicated they were unaware of or unsure of
how the model influences their work with students. However, by asking probing questions about
academic advising and working with students, participants were able to explain in great detail
what they value within academic advising. These values are directly related to NACADA’s
Conceptual Core Competency
In order to determine how NACADA’s Conceptual Core Competency influences primary
role academic advisors’ work with students, I adapted Venable’s (2021) NACADA Core
Competencies Self-Assessment for University of Nebraska-Lincoln (Appendix E) and coded
participant responses based on the elements within each of the Conceptual Core Components.
History and Role of Academic Advising in Higher Education. The history and role of
academic advising in higher education can be divided among five elements: understanding of
how academic advising emerged in higher education as a function of faculty mentorship;
understanding of how academic advising has changed over time and how primary-role advisors
emerged during the student personnel movement; understanding of how academic advising has
started the process of professionalization; understanding of major conceptualizations of academic
advising (e.g., developmental, proactive, prescriptive, advising as teaching, etc.); and
understanding of major trends in academic advising, including the current ‘student success’
movement.
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While participants did not provide a synthesis of higher education history or the history
of academic advising, there were common themes such as the advisor-student relationship, the
importance of academic advising on campus for institutional student success, and strong support
for advisor training and development for effective advising on campus.
Advisor-Student Relationship. When discussing the importance of academic advising,
many participants discussed the importance of students knowing they “have an ally in their
court.” Charlotte described a dedicated advisor:
Someone on campus to help students get over those roadblocks. Whether it’s just ‘I don’t
know who to talk to at this university!’ – Which, you know, isn’t always the best email to
receive from students…. But knowing that there is someone on campus that, without fail,
you can email and get a response.”
Hanna, an advisor that works mostly prescriptively due the population of students she serves
added the following:
Even working with adults that have life experiences and are distance learners sometimes
do need to have someone they know they can trust and know is reliable to contact when
needing and honest and real answer. Or they know they can ask you a question, and
you’ll find that answer or you’ll help them find the answer. I think engagement with even
nontraditional students is still very important.
She concluded by sharing that many students she previously met with that have advanced into
the medical program and are now advised by faculty still reach out to her because they know she
will respond and will provide a genuine response.
Bobby shared an instance where he had to meet with senior administration at his
respective university because they were unaware as to why students were upset with some policy
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changes. Bobby shared, “Let’s face it, the Provost Office doesn’t have a day-to-day working
knowledge of what our students are experiencing. They need us to be that middle person to relay
that information.” Essentially, because advisors work one-on-work with students daily, they are
well situated to be aware of student needs, concerns, and demands.
Advising and Student Success. Advisors understand how important their work is to
student success metrics on campus. Participants were outspoken about the necessity of academic
advising on campus and how the effectiveness of academic advising can make or break an
institution’s student success metrics. For example, Bobby shared:
I honestly believe if we weren’t there doing what we do now, you would see much lower
graduation rates. And I think you would see retention go way down. Advisors, I think, are
the key to a student’s success. We are the ones reaching out when a teacher reports a
student for not attending class, asking ‘What’s going on?’, ‘How can I help?’ …We are
constantly doing interventions for everything.
Ali agreed:
I think it’s crucial. I attended the EA conference months ago. At one point, they said
academic advisors pay for themselves. And it’s true. We keep students engaged, we keep
students enrolled, and we retain students. Also, I think every one of us is going to act in
the best interest of the student.
John also shared:
Advising is one of the cornerstones. If every student is a square building, it’s one of four
corners. It’s what a student is going to be able to lay their academic foundation on. It's
essential for time to completion, it’s essential for making sure that a student stays within
a framework that makes sense for them. But it also provides the opportunity for students
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to be exposed to other resources and other opportunities on campus for them as well. So
it is of the utmost importance.
As discussed in the literature, institutional student success is based on metrics such as
graduation, retention, and persistence rates. However, as Craig, the actual success of a student
may be perceived differently than that of the institution:
I think it’s important to know the difference between student success from the
institution’s perspective and student success from the student perspective, because they
are different. Advisors that look at the success of the students, specifically, are the ones
who are empathetic and compassionate. Those that are focused on the institution’s
success have a major disconnect with students and building student relationships. There
has to be a healthy blend of it all.
Heather shared how her perception of student success is completely student-centered:
[Institution name] would probably not like this, but I’ve told a lot of students that they
don’t have to be in college if it’s not the right fit for them. My primary focus is making
sure the student is on the path they want to be on …. I’m so student focused to the point
that loyalty and allegiances are with students, not my institution at all.
She continued, sharing how being so student-centered can benefit the institution in the future:
Also, if advisors take that approach and your loyalty is to the success of each individual
student, oftentimes it results in the institutional value of success, because the student felt
supported and heard, and when they’re ready, they’re going to come back. If a student
feels that you, their advisor, is actually, truly invested in their future, they know that you
will be straight with them and not feed them some institutional, political BS to get them
to stay on campus. They, the student, know that you, the advisor, cares about them
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personally, and quickly learn and know that you are there for them. In some weird,
roundabout backwards way that only advisors will understand, it’s actually a form of
recruitment and retention. …it’s like a positive byproduct.
Elizabeth concluded, stating that advising “has the power to literally transform a lot of the issues
that we have in higher education right now.”
Advisor Training and Development. A final theme that was common among all
participants was the importance of knowing beyond the basics to become an effective,
professional advisor. All participants stressed the importance of knowing the institutional
competencies to be able to effectively share resources and information with students, along with
the relational competencies to be able to communicate those availabilities with students;
however, to move beyond the foundational work of advisors, those that are effective are those
that go beyond the need-to-know, foundational knowledge.
Phillip shared that “some of the professional development should be required and training
should move beyond simply institutional knowledge. As advisors, we have tremendous
responsibilities.” Drew added, “I want to deepen my philosophical approach to advising and
become more dynamic in the way that I can engage with students.” Many participants stressed
the importance of each advisor writing and keeping up-to-date with a living advising philosophy
document.
When asked what he would include if he were asked to plan any type of advisor training
and development, John included professional development “so that advisors could learn, here are
the resources are to help them learn about their field, the history of advising, what advising is,
theories, etc. but also where they can stay current and be exposed to new ideas and new growth
in their field.”
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Elizabeth shared, according to her, a controversial opinion:
I wish that in academic advising there was more requirement to have a higher ed
background. I think it’s the one area within student affairs and the work that we do, but
it’s just very ok to just have a PhD in biology and then become an academic advisor.
There are benefits to that because they have perspectives that are different, but that’s why
we are having all these issues where we can’t find ourselves as a profession and we can’t
make specific things happen… let’s please figure out what the heck academic advising is
and hold people accountable to it.
Because of the awareness of varied backgrounds, advisors all support strong training and
development programs in order to move forward as a profession.
NACADA’s Core Values of Academic Advising. NACADA’s Core Values of
Academic Advising, one of the Pillars of Academic Advising, is part of NACADA’s Conceptual
Core Competency. The Core Values of Academic Advising include the following: caring,
commitment, empowerment, inclusivity, integrity, professionalism, and respect (Farr &
Cunningham, 2017). During each interview, I asked each participant to rank their knowledge of
NACADA’s Core Values of Academic Advising on a scale of 0 to 4, with four being the most
knowledgeable. Table 7 lists each participant and their perceived level of knowledge of
NACADA’s Core Values of Academic Advising.
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Table 7
Participant Knowledge of NACADA’s Core Values of Academic Advising
Score
Emily
Nora
Jackie
Drew
John
Bobby
Ali
Danielle
Charlotte
Elizabeth
Craig
Melinda
Hanna
Phillip
Heather
Kristen
Jennifer

2
2
0
0
4
2
0
4
2
1
4
0
0
4
0
0
4

Knowledge of the actual pillar varied among participants, but participants did discuss elements
within NACADA’s Core Values of Academic Advising during interviews. Two major themes
were presented: empowering students to take ownership of their academic career and caring for
the whole student.
Empowering Students. Participants all discussed the importance of student involvement
and accountability for their own education. Drew described his approach as creating student
agency:
I try to give as many options as I can just because I want my students to feel like they
have some agency in what they are doing. With a developmental model, advisors
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automatically get student agency, right? If students feel like they’re part of the process,
they’re going to care more and they’re going to be more involved.
Ali also shared that she wants students to advocate for their own education. She shared, “I want
them to know that they are making a choice and they have ownership of their education.” Bobby
echoed much of the same sentiment:
I want students to learn that they’ve got to be involved and they have to be an active
participant in their education. It is not a prescriptive process. It is a collaborative effort. I
let students know that I am there to advise them, to help them, to guide them, and to be
their cheerleader. But what I won’t do is complete the process for them. They have to
take an active role.
Charlotte shared how she teaches her advisees email etiquette for faculty or administrators on
campus. Hanna shared how she walks students through various steps and provides tutorials to
students one-on-one during their first few meetings so that students learn how to access resources
to be successful. Craig shared the following:
I think the most important part is not doing the work for the students. It’s teaching them
how to do the work. I want to do my best to teach the skills they need. We talked about
this in several of my graduate school classes: the unwritten rules of college, the hidden
curriculum. For example, I want students to know they can reach out and ask financial
aid questions – they’re not going to bite you!
In addition to learning the hidden curriculum, advisors like John discussed how they strive to
encourage student engagement:
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A huge part of it is making sure that they’re aware of what’s around them, and they have
opportunities to engage so that they can experience some of the personal growth as
students. That’s really the cool part of college.
Jackie also shared how she encourages development of the whole student:
I do ask questions such as, ‘Are you having fun?’ I didn’t have to work that hard when I
was in undergrad when I was 18-years-old, nor did I have to hit the ground running. I had
fun, and it was a big part of my life, too. So, I want to make sure that they can relax a
little. So, we do talk. I’ll talk about the meditation room and the yoga opportunities they
can use so that they can, you know, just relax some. Mental health comes up a lot. But I
just want them to be young people and not just stressed out all the time. I know that they
are, I hope. They don’t tell me what they’re doing on Saturdays, but I hope they’re doing
it. They don’t need to tell me, but I want them to find a balance.
Heather concluded, sharing that she strives “to hold students accountable and treat students like
the adults that they are, expecting them to grow out of their comfort zones.”
Caring for Students. Throughout all interviews, advisors shared how they care about
their students and their students’ overall wellbeing. Craig simply stated, “I want them to learn
that they are not alone in their battle.” Hanna stated that her number one priority is that students
know there is someone at the institution that cares about them. She included that she advises for
students enrolled in the College of Education and Health Professions and “we’re here to help the
helpers. We’re always real proud of that.” Phillip included that he always wants to make sure
that he is providing a comfortable environment for students to feel safe asking questions. He
stressed the importance of “making students feel at ease in a time when they’re learning to
become a college student and everything in their life – providing a constant stability for
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students.” Providing a safe, stable environment was even more prevalent in conversations
because of the pandemic and uncertainty of the future.
Theory Relevant to Academic Advising. The third component within the Conceptual
Core Competency contains theory related to academic advising that advisors need to understand
to be effective. The elements of relevant theory include the following:


Participant has learned about key theories relevant to academic advising from fields like
learning sciences; college student development; sociology; psychology; philosophy;
ethnic, area, and Indigenous studies; career development; counseling and human
development; organization and management; and others.



Participant uses these theories to inform daily practice with students.



Participant draws upon different theories when encountering situations with students they
have never experienced.



Participant reads literature (books, research, articles, and news articles) about theory and
its application to advising or working with college students on an ongoing basis.

Much of this research was focused on student development theory and participant responses are
discussed in Research Questions 3 and 4; however, it is important to note participants did
indicate that theory relevant to academic advising does influence an advisor’s work with
students.
Nora discussed how theory is the foundation of an advisor’s work. She shared, “it is kind
of what you are working off of – that knowledge, those perspectives that you’re learning. In a lot
of the training that we have, we’re finding ways to apply theory with techniques and strategies.”
Understanding the differences in student populations and student groups and then applying that
knowledge and theory provides a foundation for practice with students. Knowing theory helps
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advisors to share answers and provide guidance to students. Phillip spoke to this in the following
comment:
With theory, advisors aren’t just sitting there specifically thinking about applying theory
to practice, but they are just doing the work, day-to-day, because they know there are
huge developmental differences between student populations. I use theory in my day-today work, but it is often not at all consciously.
Craig included, “advisors need to be able to understand what the student is going through and be
able to empathize with them.” Every person is different, but knowing theory as a foundation and
having compassion for a student in transition or a student in crisis often results in a more
compassionate, caring advisor.
Participants also discussed a desire to learn more about student development theory and
providing additional opportunities for advisors to learn theory, especially those without a higher
education background from graduate education. During Ali’s interview, she opened her training
manual with articles provided by her supervisor. Prior to opening her manual, she mentioned that
though her supervisor had given her these articles, because of the vast amount of training
material that was hands on, along with back-to-back student appointments, and minimal
accountability to read the articles, they were lost in the shuffle. However, during her interview
and because of the interview questions and prompts, she stated, “Now that I’ve been advising,
some of this looks interesting and I do want to go back and read these now.” Days later, Ali
provided follow up from her interview, indicating she had read the articles and her interest and
desire to learn more increased. When discussing advisors learning theory, Danielle added the
following:
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I think it’s good for advisors to revisit these in a very accessible and approachable way,
maybe annually. But sometimes, there’s a fine line, because so many advisors don’t come
from a super academic background. Most of us have a Master’s Degree, but some of
them only have a Bachelor’s Degree. The theory and research and highfalutin academic
stuff can be a little off-putting sometimes and scare people or make them defensive
because they feel like they’re not being a good advisor if they can’t recite Schlossberg.
So I think if it’s done in a really accessible, fun, and informational way that values
advisors and lets them know that what they’re doing is good and important, then I think
some sort of consistent training is really valuable and good for inspiring cultivation and
expertise.
Danielle, along with other participants such as Ali, Elizabeth, Jennifer, and Phillip, all mentioned
the desire to revisit theories now that they have been on the job for some time and can see how
advising theories relate to practice. Craig also discussed how a professor encouraged all students
to create a desk reference with student development theories and, to his surprise, he shared how
he kept the desk reference and refers to it often.
Understanding Advising Approaches and Strategies. Without prompting, most
participants reported a number of advising approaches and strategies influencing their work with
students. I did, however, use the following elements as guides when rereading and coding
transcripts to dig deeper into the advising approaches used:


Participant has learned about key approaches and strategies for academic advising such as
coaching; solution-focused questioning; appreciative advising; strengths-based advising;
developmental advising; advising as teaching and learning; proactive advising;
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narratological advising; hermeneutic advising; motivational interviewing; and critical
advising.


Participant reports using one or more of these approaches in daily practice with students.



Participant reports adapting approaches to meet the needs of each individual student and
their specific needs,



Participant reads literature (books, research articles, news articles) about advising
approaches and their efficacy, use with particular student populations, and means of
implementation on an ongoing basis.

Prior to the interview, participants completed a questionnaire where they answered the following
multiple-choice questions:
1. Do you consider yourself to be more developmental or prescriptive in academic advising?
2. Do you believe advising should be more developmental or prescriptive?
Participant results are listed in Table 8.
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Table 8
Advising Approaches by Participant

Jennifer
John
Nora
Kristen
Melinda
Emily
Craig
Elizabeth
Phillip
Hanna
Drew
Ali
Jackie
Heather
Danielle
Charlotte
Bobby

Approach Most Used by Participant

Perceived Most Effective Approach

Developmental
Developmental
Unsure
Developmental
Developmental
Developmental
Developmental
Developmental
Developmental
Developmental
Developmental
Unsure
Unsure
Developmental
Developmental
Developmental
Unsure

Developmental
Developmental
Unsure
Developmental
Developmental
Developmental
Developmental
Developmental
Developmental
Developmental
Developmental
Unsure
Unsure
Developmental
Developmental
Developmental
Unsure

Participants were only provided three advising approach options on the questionnaire:
Developmental, Prescriptive, and Unsure. Participants overwhelmingly selected Developmental
Advising as their preferred approach and what they perceive as the most effective. This choice
continued during participant interviews; however, many described Developmental Advising as a
foundational approach utilized when working with students in addition to a more developed
approach such as Appreciative Advising, Coaching, Appreciative Advising, Flipped Advising,
and Proactive Advising. No advisor selected Prescriptive Advising as a preferred or effective
approach on the questionnaire; however, participants did acknowledge its use when working
with students during specific times during the semester and during orientation. One advisor
shared that, because of the population of students she works with, students prefer a prescriptive

136

approach, so it tends to be her most utilized approach. There were also approaches that were
described, such as Motivational Interviewing, Socratic Advising, Learning-Centered Advising,
and Advising as Teaching and Learning. Hanna provided the best, well-rounded statement when
asked what approach she believes is the most effective: “I would say it depends on the student. I
don’t think there’s a one size fits all strategy.” Her comment was reiterated among most
advisors, so advising approaches and strategies results are divided into the following categories:
Developmental Advising, Prescriptive Advising, Other Stated Approaches, and Other Described
Approaches.
Developmental Advising. Utilizing developmental advising was the most preferred
advising approach by all participants. For some participants, it was the only approach they
indicated for regular use, but most used the foundational approach before moving on to a more
specific approach such as appreciative advising. When asked what approach he believes is the
most effective, John replied, “developmental…empowering students to make their own
decisions, providing them with information, and supporting them as they make decisions.” Emily
responded similarly:
I like more of a developmental method, because it’s that empowering student part that I
mentioned in my philosophy. I’m not here to tell a student, “Let’s sign up for ABC and
here’s how to do it.” Instead, I’m going to give the student the information but then share
the next step in their progression. But I’ll ask, “Let's think about why we’re taking some
of these classes?”
Jennifer also included the importance of developmental advising:
I would say the most critical point of advising students is seeing them as the whole
person and not seeing them just as their academics or in a single category. Students are
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holding so many different identities within them, and it’s for us to create relationships
that cultivate and are developmental to their future. It requires us to advise them in a way
that takes into account their own personal values, what they want in a future career, the
classes and the challenges they want, and the experiences that they want in the classroom.
Later, Jennifer combined developmental advising with appreciative advising. Elizabeth, Phillip,
Jackie, Nora, and Craig all did the same either with appreciative advising or another approach.
Heather also stated that she prefers a developmental advising approach, but her explanation was
different than others:
I definitely fall more towards developmental advising. I have students who come in and
they’re like, ‘I want my four-year plan.” I just explain that I’m not going to give them a
four-year plan that they expect to work perfectly. Also, if a student thinks education is a
commodity they can purchase, they don’t understand what they are buying, so we’re
going to chat about that.
Prescriptive Advising. Advisors acknowledged that while prescriptive advising is not the
most effective advising approach, it does serve a purpose at times. For example, Emily added,
“There’s definitely times of the year that are more prescriptive. Before the registration deadline,
there’s a bit more prescriptive-ness to it, because yes, students and their advisor need to make
sure to discuss classes to take next term.” Ali shared how it can be useful at certain times of the
year with students:
For instance, I emailed a student right before this interview just to list out the things they
need to do, classes they need to register for, and classes they need to drop. I told him that
if he wants to meet the goals he set for himself, he needs to follow through with these
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actions. That’s prescriptive and very authoritative, but exactly what that student needs at
this time.
Other advisors, such as Elizabeth, Charlotte, and Jennifer, shared that sometimes a student may
have already cultivated relationships with other leaders on campus, so they are not looking for a
developmental relationship with their primary role advisor. Charlotte explained how she tries to
still cultivate a developmental relationship and provide a welcoming atmosphere so students
know they can trust her for guidance, yet “there are students who want nothing more out of
advising than to come in and get their course schedule for next semester. For them, it’s very
prescriptive.” Elizabeth even mentioned that when she first started as a primary role academic
advisor, these interactions left her questioning her purpose; however, Elizabeth, and other
advisors, learned that the needs of each student are just as diverse as the student population, so
for them, they just work to meet students where they are at that point in time.
Hanna’s thoughts on prescriptive advising were different than other participants. Because
of the population of students she advises (i.e., fully online students returning to add medical
degree credentials to their education) her students expect a prescriptive advising approach. She
explained it as follows:
It is very perspective because the students I work with are not here for an experience.
Number one, they’re not here. They’re online learners and they can be in one of seven
states. That’s why all of my appointments are virtual appointments. And, two, the biggest
question and first thing we [advisors] are asked is: ‘How fast can I complete this
program?’ So, they’re not here for an experience and prescriptive is kind of what they
want and need.
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When discussing prescriptive advising, John noted that “any form of prescriptive advising fails
to connect with students.” This is true, but in Hanna’s case, students are not looking for a
connection, so she often utilizes prescriptive advising because it meets the needs of her students.
Other Stated Approaches. The most stated approach used, other than developmental
advising, was appreciative advising. Elizabeth, Jennifer, and John all stated that they utilize
appreciative advising principles; however, they did not provide any examples on how they utilize
the approach. Danielle both shared how she utilizes appreciative advising and explained how she
presented on the approach for professional development while a graduate assistant working at
another institution:
At my core, I always go back to appreciative advising. Can I list off all of the stages right
now? No. But it starts out with thinking about your office space. Is it comfortable for
students? Are students going to feel welcome or are they going to feel like they’re in a
principal’s office? I even think about the way that I dress at work. I’m not wearing super
business professional clothes; I’m wearing business casual pieces that are fun and
welcoming. I cultivate my office space.
Charlotte explained her use of appreciative principles:
If you can’t tell by how much stuff I have in my office, just behind me. I try to make sure
I’m very welcoming and very accommodating to all my students. I try to make sure I’m
very equitable with how I am with everybody and hold everyone to similar standards.
In addition to appreciative advising, participants discussed proactive advising and how it
influences their work with students. Craig discussed proactive advising as follows:
I try to be proactive. I would rather address an issue before it’s a problem. I believe
proactive advising is the most effective, simply because if we can let students know if
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something is or may be coming down the road, we can prepare for what’s coming down
the road. When and if a change happens, it’s not a surprise, we can talk about it, make
adjustments that we discussed, and move on.
Like Craig, other participants that mentioned proactive advising as an effective approach
mentioned keeping students informed and actively reaching out and connecting with students.
Jackie, Melinda, Phillip, and Charlotte all mentioned proactive advising as an effective approach
they often use when working with students. Jackie shared how she created her own website for
her advisees since students voiced complaints about their struggle to find all of the resources by
using the institutional website. So, she took all of the resources available, adapted them to meet
the needs of her specific population of students, and added those resources to a single location
for student access. She explained, “Out of the 30,000+ students on campus, I want them to know
that I’m focused on them and I’m listening to them. I want them to know that what they have to
say matters.”
Advisors also mentioned advising as coaching as an effective approach they either
actively use with students, or they try to use with specific populations of students. Bobby,
Charlotte, and Jennifer discussed flipped advising as an effective approach they have been
recently utilizing after targeted training. Flipped advising is not considered a stand-alone
advising approach, but instead, depending on how it is utilized, can be considered advising as
teaching and learning, or learning-centered advising. Finally, Elizabeth, Charlotte, Jackie, and
Nora all mentioned recently attending training and development where trauma informed advising
was discussed. Specific utilization was not discussed, but each participant mentioned that the
learning opportunity influenced how they will advise students moving forward and questions
they may consider asking students.
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Other Described Approaches. When asked what advising approach advisors find to be
the most effective when working with students, participants provided detailed explanations of
strategies used, but were unable to provide a specific name to the description of their strategies.
These approaches described were learning-centered advising, motivational interviewing,
advising as teaching and learning, and Socratic advising.
For example, when asked what method of advising she thinks is most effective, Nora
shared the following:
So just asking maybe some general questions and then kind of narrowing it down
depending on what the answers are they’re giving. Sometimes, just pausing and having
those uncomfortable silences. Sometimes you ask a question, and they don’t say
anything. The other thing I found too is that some students who are quieter and don’t like
to talk much provide a lot of nonverbal cues that you can tune into.
Nora’s description could be described as motivational interviewing, advising as teaching and
learning, Socratic advising, or learning-centered advising. Likewise, Charlotte discussed how she
uses questioning when meeting with students:
As far as accountability, checking in with students like, “Well, did you do the thing I
asked you to do? Yes or no? Well, no, then why didn’t you do it?” We tend to ask them,
“How did you find the nodules for those helpful? Were those helpful?” So I try to get
feedback from students. My strategy, I think, is probing questions. I just generally ask
things at the beginning of my meeting, so all of those questions come up front. The open
ended questions thing, I used when necessary. My students are fairly open with me, so I
don’t feel like I have to lead them too often.
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Much of what advisors discussed when meeting with students focused on student accountability
and goal setting. Jackie discussed how she spends a large portion of advising appointment time
on goal setting and how a student can achieve those goals. Emily shared an institutional resource
that she uses when advising students that may fall under one of the above advising categories:
We actually have what we call major maps. Not only does the map give students
information related to their major and how to succeed academically, but also what
students should be doing professionally and socially to guide professional growth. It’s a
four-year plan that lists probably six or seven different ideas for each of the four years,
such as making an appointment at the campus learning center. They help to guide
students to grow as a person, as a student, and as a professional, to take ownership for
their education. It helps to hold students accountable for their growth. Those are the
things I really want students to get out of advising. Yes, I need them to know what
classes to take. But really, I want them to, you know, at the end of four years, be ready to
be an advocate and be ready to know what they need to do to keep moving forward.
Along with the major maps that Emily discussed, she also shared how her institution has
implemented Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, and Time-Bound (S.M.A.R.T.) goals
as an optional flipped advising approach to increase student engagement and student learning.
The S.M.A.R.T. goals worksheet and the major maps work together for students to complete.
Students are asked to identify an academic, professional, and personal goal for the semester.
Then, they list the steps necessary to achieve the goal and obstacles that may hinder them from
achieving the goal, as Emily explained further:
We ask students to fill out the Google form after we’ve talked about the purpose and
meaning of creating S.M.A.R.T. goals. We discuss why it is important to have an
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academic, professional, and a personal goal and that ties into our major maps. For
example, we encourage them to look at the major map to think about which of the items
they are going to focus on to grow professionally this semester. Once they finish and they
submit the firm, it goes to the assigned advisor and they get a copy of the form. Advisors
can look at it, provide suggestions, and the student can go back and revise if necessary.
Does everybody follow through? No. but at least we’ve had the conversation and have
had the opportunity to kind of think about why goals are important.
This strategy within advising may be determined as one of the following approaches: advising as
teaching and learning, Socratic advising, or learning-centered advising. It could also be an
approach informed by self-authorship theory.
Drew, who has an educational and occupational background in teaching, describes his
approach to advising similar to how he approaches teaching in his classroom:
My students are coming to me for a tentative plan to sign up for classes. But at the same
time, there’s a lot that goes on that I want them to engage with. One of the things I had
learned while teaching was that you have to meet your students where they’re at, you
can’t dictate all of it. You can set the expectations, you can set the standards, but if
they’re well below that, you have to meet them there and then coach them up. It's similar
to advising when I meet with students. If they’re in crisis mode, I can’t be sitting there
saying, ‘well, here’s your schedule!’ I have to meet them in that crisis mode, and then
talk them off the proverbial ledge – whatever it is we have to do, right?
Drew’s example does not fall within one of the specifically stated advising approaches
mentioned previously, and it is an approach that he was not able to specifically name. Craig and
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John also discussed student learning and how advisors should hold students accountable for the
skills the students learned in their respective offices. Craig expounded as follows:
My ultimate goal is for students to continue learning in and outside of the classroom.
Every time a student comes into my office, I want them to learn something. That way, the
next time that they come in, they’re better prepared for the advising appointment. For
example, the student I met with this morning didn’t know that we had a writing center on
campus. The next time she comes in, I’m hoping that she’s visited the Writing Center and
that we can talk about her experiences. Ultimately, I think it’s important that we teach
students the tools they need to be successful and to provide access to learn the skills they
will need. While academics is the primary reason they’re here, they do have to know life
skills and communication skills and other important adulting [sic] skills outside of the
classroom in order to be successful inside the classroom.
John elucidated similar thoughts:
Essentially, we identify when the student and I are going to speak with one another again,
and I make this a point to identify the individual appointment date. Then, I will ask the
student to identify a couple of things they want to accomplish before the next time we get
together.
John and Craig’s approaches may be categorized as Socratic advising, advising as teaching and
learning, learning-centered advising, or one of the many additional advising approaches.
Expected Outcomes of Academic Advising. The Council for the Advancement of
Standards in Higher Education (CAS): Standards for Academic Advising Programs and
NACADA’s Concept of Academic Advising are two resources for advisors to use to assess their
professional interactions at post-secondary institutions. These two resources fall under
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NACADA’s Conceptual Core Competency for Expected Outcomes of Academic Advising.
Effective advisors often report understanding and being familiar with learning outcomes for
advising, including the Council for Advancement of Standards in Higher Education (CAS) and
NACADA’s Concept of Academic Advising. During each interview, participants were asked to
rank their knowledge of these two resources on a scale from 0 to 4, with 4 being the most
knowledgeable. Table 9 lists each participant and the level of knowledge they perceive they have
on each resource.
Table 9
Participant Knowledge of Expected Outcomes of Academic Advising Resources

Emily
Nora
Jackie
Drew
John
Bobby
Ali
Danielle
Charlotte
Elizabeth
Craig
Melinda
Hanna
Phillip
Heather
Kristen
Jennifer

The Council for the
Advancement of Standards
in Higher Education (CAS)

NACADA’s Concept
of Academic
Advising

2
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
2
3
1
0
4
0
0
4

3
1
0
0
4
4
2
4
2
1
2
0
1
3
0
0
2

Understanding and being familiar with learning outcomes is only a small section of
expected outcomes of academic advising. Expected outcomes also includes advisors being aware

146

of campus- and/or unit- level outcomes established for academic advising at their respective
institution as well as routinely preparing for and engaging in advising interactions that aim to
achieve one or more learning outcomes. Participants used a number of repeated phrases that meet
the expected outcomes of academic advising.
When discussing what advisors want students to learn from academic advising,
participants used words and phrases such as “accountability”, “taking ownership”, becoming
“self-sufficient”, and “empowering students.” Participants also want students to “take an active
role” and “be an active participant in their education.” John shared a statement that synthesizes
many of the commonly used words and phrases participants used:
Ultimately, our goal as an academic success center is to create self-sufficient and
sustaining learners, people who will continue to learn for the rest of their lives on their
own. So my goal as an advisor is for them to gain the information they need to make
informed decisions about their course selections, but also informed decisions about their
majors, and about other choices that they’re going to make while they’re in college, ways
that they can engage, resources that they have available to them. My goal is to educate
them about those resources and empower them to make decisions about which of those
resources or opportunities they want to pursue.
Charlotte shared:
I think there is definitely a developmental bit of advising, such as encouraging them to be
critical thinkers, encouraging them to do things on their own, to be self-sufficient, and to
follow through. I think, in a larger sense that is a byproduct of our job.
Bobby shared how advising is a collaborative process and not a transactional service:
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I want students to learn that they’ve got to be involved and they have to be an active
participant in their education. It is not a prescriptive process. It is a collaborative effort. I
let students know that I am there to advise them, to help them, to guide them, and to be
their cheerleader. But what I won’t do is complete the process for them. They have to
take an active role.
Participants often referred to using flipped advising or some sort of element of flipped advising
for their student meetings so that students are taking an active role in their education.
When discussing goal setting, advising being collaborative, and encouraging students to
be accountable and advocates for their own education, a few participants all used the same
metaphor of students in the driver’s seat with advisors as the copilot. Nora commented:
Our purpose is to be that touchstone, that person that keeps them on track. I describe
myself to my students as their driver’s education teacher who’s kind of in the passenger
seat. They’re in the driver’s seat and I can give advice, but ultimately, they are the ones
making the decisions and putting the work in. I have no control over the car – they do.
That’s the message I give them. I can help and I can provide any advice I can. If I think a
student is going to take a wrong turn, I’m going to tell them, but the student can still take
that turn. So, ultimately, it’s on them. And what they put into it is what they’re going to
get out of it. I can be there to answer questions and provide advice, but they’re in the
driver’s seat.
Similarly, Craig commented:
I feel that we are the face of the institution to students in a sense. When it comes to their
academics, we are the copilot. They’re the ones flying the plane, but we’re right there to
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help them fly it. I’ve told students that it is their name that is on the diploma. But, of
course, I’m happy to help them however I can within the scope, of course.
Heather also shared:
They are the driver, I’m in the passenger seat with the map. We can take this exit, we can
take the next exit, and we can even do a full U-turn. They are the driver, but I’m there to
offer helpful suggestions and navigate them through the process. Whether they take my
directions or not is their decision.
Using this analogy, whether it be vehicle, airplane, or train, was common throughout participant
interviews when discussing student accountability and active collaboration between advisors and
students. While there are common student learning objectives, the ultimate goal is for students to
achieve the goals they established for themselves. Participants all demonstrated the desire to help
guide and navigate students through goal setting and the process of achieving their individual
goals.
How equitable and inclusive environments are created and maintained. The sixth
and final component within NACADA’s Conceptual Core Competency is how equitable and
inclusive environments are created and maintained. When reading and reviewing participant
transcripts to learn if this component influences work with students, I looked to see if the
participant discussed items within the following elements:


Participant is perceived to understand own identities, biases, privileges, and relationship
to stereotypes and how these can influence how they manage with students.



Participant reports spending time considering institutional context and how it may
include or exclude students based on their various identities and roles.
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Participant is aware of the idea that individuals are more than just the sum of a list of
disparate identities and that these identities may interact in ways that are complex and
nuanced.



Participant is perceived to consider the identities and needs that students have embraced
when choosing from theories or approaches to advising, rather than participant’s
assumptions about which identities are most salient for students.



Participant engages in intentional reflection and seeks out new resources (including
advising literature that help to contribute to a more equitable and inclusive environment
in their own office and across campus.

Many participants disclosed their own background as a first-generation student, a student from a
perceived low socioeconomic level, a returning student as an adult, and students that struggled
with imposter syndrome. Because of these disclosures, two very different themes emerged:
validating the individual needs of each student on campus and making diversity, equity, and
inclusion training and development a top priority.
Validating Students. When discussing the needs of students, Jackie discussed how,
especially on a large campus, it is easy for students to become lost in the shuffle. She mentioned
how when she meets with a student, she makes sure that despite the 30,000 plus students on
campus, the student in her office is treated as a single individual with their own experiences,
goals, and values. Her goal is to build student connection so that each student feels heard and
that their thoughts and feelings are validated. Heather shared:
I just want them to know they are heard and I want them to feel heard first and foremost.
Then, I want to actually have a true conversation about how their semester is going, how
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they are, and really make that personal connection….[I let each student] know they are
heard and thank them for sharing with me [and] validate they are safe.
When discussing how she ensures students feel validated and works hard to create a
psychologically safe environment, Heather referenced the pandemic and how she believes many
students are not feeling heard because of the effects from the pandemic.
Heather and other participants discussed how students disclose uncertainties as they
question their academic future. Participants discussed how they work to validate student
concerns, ensure that it is ok to question their future and even change their academic plan, and
listen to their specific needs to provide them with the resources available. Heather concluded:
Very few people that I know have actually followed a straight path. In fact, very few
students I advise have actually graduated in 8 full time semesters/four academic years. I
want them to know that it’s ok to change their mind and they are allowed to change their
mind whenever they want.
Heather also exclaimed, “I’m happy to share with them that I still don’t know what I want to be
when I grow up!” In addition to validating the concerns of students, Elizabeth added:
For many reasons, it is important to hear that other people have those common issues. I
think it helps people too that are people of color, low income, that have imposter
syndrome coming in to hear, ‘oh, all these people that I have this assumption that are
smarter than me, better than me, more qualified than me, have the same problems.’
Craig also related this to first-generation students:
This goes back to me working with first-generation students. Many times, I just help
them recognize that a lot of the things they are experiencing and feeling are valid and
their concerns are fair. Even working with nontraditional students, by reminding them
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and validating that they are a mom before they are a student. …I don’t ever want
someone to come into my office and feel that I’m scolding them, disappointed in them, or
make them feel invalidated, because they’re clearly feeling that for a reason.
Because of the variety of needs from a growingly diverse population of students, advisors
reported seeking additional training and development to better equip themselves with the tools to
best serve the whole student.
Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Training and Development. Many advisors discussed
how they actively seek out training and development opportunities related to diversity, equity,
and inclusion. When reviewing her advising philosophy, Emily stated that one of her major
points is providing an equitable and inclusive service to her students.
Really recognizing that every person is an individual - that was a huge part of my
training…that nobody comes into any session with the same values, the same
background, the same family life, the same experiences or opinions. Being willing to hear
the person in front of you and not trying to stereotype them, or put labels on them or
assume they’re going to think or feel some way based on whatever your perception is,
was important to me.
Nora, Hanna, Heather, Craig, Charlotte, and Phillip all discussed recent training events they
recently attended related to campus diversity, equity, and inclusive initiatives. Melinda shared
how she has sought outside opportunities to learn more.
I do personal readings on my own, but I also joined a subgroup on diversity and inclusion
within the [University College Group]. We’re actually working on starting a book club to
read and discuss with one another on how to better relate to students that are
marginalized. We want to know how we can be better. I didn’t realize how privileged I
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was. So I just started reading and learning. And now that I’ve done all this reading, I
know that I can only do so much, but I can at least continue trying. Every day, I’m just
trying to do a little bit better than the day before.
Emily again stressed the importance of valuing diversity and inclusion and how she hopes to
help students “how to best help students of different backgrounds.” She asked, “Are there
differences in ways to approach situations if you have an international student, if you have a
LGBTQIA+ student, etc.? Are there differences in terms of best practices?” Emily concluded:
It’s the whole treating the person in front of you as an individual and walking that fine
line of making sure I’m giving the student information that is most relevant to them,
based on their background, race, etc. but I also don’t want to assume that just because a
student’s background, race, etc. that what they need is different. So how do I make the
decision? I don’t want to assume a student does or doesn’t need a resource because of
their background and demographics.
Charlotte then also added that diversity is not always demographics. Sometimes it could be
providing equitable opportunities for transient enrollment status students and transfer
coursework. She wants to ensure that all students, regardless of how they arrived on campus,
have the same access to available resources and opportunities allowing them to be successful.
Research Question 4
How did primary role academic advisors describe learning about student development theory?
Participant responses regarding student development theory varied. As mentioned
previously, eight of the 17 participants had either completed or were in the process of completing
a graduate degree focused on higher education. However, not all eight participants were
knowledgeable of student development theory. In fact, one participant that had completed her
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graduate degree in the field of higher education actually had courses from counseling and other
social sciences substituted into her program yet reported zero knowledge of student development
theory.
When asked of their experience with student development theory, five participants
reported zero knowledge: Heather, Hanna, Melinda, Ali, and Jackie. Another participant
responded that he enjoys “watching students develop to be well-rounded,” and how he
encourages students to become self-sufficient and leaders in the community and on campus;
however, he reported that he was not aware of theories and major theorists when prompted.
Danielle and Nora, two participants who both mentioned how their background in student
wellness has influenced their work as primary role academic advisors, also reported learning
about student development theory in addition to health behavior theory. Emily, also a participant
with a background in health care, mentioned recently reading about theories related to academic
advising in NACADA’s New Advisor Guidebook. She stated that she knows they exist and
knows they are important, but currently only has a broad overview of major theories based on
her recent review.
Drew, a participant with a background of higher education faculty, stated that he had not
learned student development theory “from an advising standpoint,” yet he is well versed in
pedagogy. He has some educational background in the field of psychology, so he reported
learning about popular theorist such as Erikson, Chickering, and Perry, but restated that none of
his previous learnings within the social sciences incorporated theory to practice or using theory
as a faculty member or as a primary role academic advisor.
Remaining participants, Charlotte, John, Elizabeth, Craig, Phillip, Jennifer, and Kristen,
discussed their experience and learning about student development theory in great detail.
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Charlotte discussed learning about student development theory through some graduate school
coursework, although it was more focused on student athletes. After becoming a primary role
academic advisor, she learned more about student development theory through NACADA as
well as through training and development hosted at her respective institution. Prior to entering
graduate school in a program specifically focused on higher education, John reported learning
about student development theory while working at the local community college in the Student
Development Center. He commented
The center was based on certain theoretical models, but at the same time, we never really
openly discussed theories. It was always a higher-level discussion. My job was and has
been to live out the philosophy by executing the vision set by folks above.
He followed up by stating student development theory was not something that was openly
discussed and talked about in the office. It was “just something that’s kind of embodied.” John
later mentioned that his actual learning experience of student development theory came from
assigned readings during graduate school and discussions with colleagues and NACADA
programming.
Phillip, Jennifer, Elizabeth, Craig, and Kristen all discussed their experience learning
about student development theories specifically during graduate school coursework and through
graduate assistantship work. Jennifer spoke of writing weekly papers over major student
development theories and, while also in her graduate assistantship that same semester, was
challenged to identify specific theories in practice. Jennifer spoke of learning about Sanford’s
Theory of Challenge and Support and Schlossberg’s Transition Theory. Phillip reported that he
completed coursework in student development theory while in graduate school and even used
theory within his graduate thesis. He also reported learning quite a bit of student development
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theory, especially Sanford’s Theory of Challenge and Support, as he supervised Jennifer for her
practicum coursework. In addition to Sanford’s Theory of Challenge and Support, Phillip also
cited Perry’s Stages of Development as a theory that stood out to him during his graduate
coursework.
Elizabeth and Craig both mentioned how learning about the intersectionality of student
development theory stood out to them during their graduate coursework. Elizabeth talked about
her experience in class and how reading Rethinking College Student Development Theory Using
Critical Frameworks by Abes et al. (2019) influenced how she learned about theories moving
forward.
The authors take all of the typical theories and poke holes in them, which I appreciate
because I feel like all my classes in grad school were looking at these theories. But all of
these theories were presented with a disclaimer because all of the research was done on
white males. I was like, ‘Well, then why are we taking this freakin’ class? Like every
class?’ It’s a limitation!
Elizabeth shared what she learned in class while reading the text that impacted learning about
student development theory most.
I remember in grad school reading this part about Chickering – no, maybe Astin, I’m not
sure. But the whole idea is like getting students to get connected on campus and
everything. That’s part of their development…They were talking about how discomfort is
part of growth for students. [But,] for some students, college and of itself is discomfort.
For example, a black student at a PWI is already uncomfortable. My role as the advisor
isn’t necessarily to encourage them to join all the clubs and ask why they are living off
campus with your parents, to be more involved. To have a sense of belonging, they
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should be living on campus. Learning that really impacted me, because for a while, I did
think all students should live on campus to get the full experience because there are a lot
of benefits. However, there are other things going on in a students’ lives that even if
they’re the traditional age of 18 to 24, it doesn’t mean it’s right for their development,
right for them. And the only way they can grow is to do XYZ. So it’s not really a theorist,
but a concept that made me think about things differently.
She followed up by the following statement:
We had a class that also looked at specific identity theories, Hispanic student identity
development, and African American student identity development. That was probably the
best thing my program did, I think, was prioritize diversity. ...You can’t just use
Transition Theory without thinking about all the other influencing factors.
Craig discussed how he also learned about student development theory while enrolled in a
student development theory class for graduate school. He commented:
I never realized how much student development theory there is, and I never realized how
diverse it was. I guess when I thought about it, I thought of how first gen students
develop, how transfer students acclimate and develop. I never once thought about
students, who are of Asian descent, students who are African American, Hispanic
students, [Native American] students, international students. I never made the connection
and realized there would be developmental theories related to literally every type of
student. It never clicked until I took that class. I realized there’s literally something for
everyone.
Like Elizabeth, Craig also discussed intersectionality and the application of multiple theories to a
single student during a specific point in time. He said:
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I also thought it was really neat that one student can have like, four theories applied. They
could be a first gen transfer student who’s nontraditional. In addition, they could be of
Hispanic culture. So, I just never realized how much there is to learn about how students
develop and I never realized some of the things that we, advisors, often observe have
actually been researched. That was probably one of my favorite parts, I guess, being able
to connect theory to practice.
Craig is currently attending graduate school while working as a primary role academic advisor,
so he concluded by stating that because he was able to take the student development course early
on in his degree, “now, whenever theories are mentioned, I know what others are talking about
and in context of theory to practice.”
Kristen’s experience learning about student development theory was a bit different than
that of other participants due to her own experience along with being Eritrean-American and a
child of immigrants. She stated:
In many cases, when I was taking these classes and learning about these theories, it was
obvious to me. None of it was perfect, in my eyes and none of it was profound or mindblowing. It’s nice to put a name to an experience and provide validation of experiences.
It’s cool that the validation of an experience is published in a peer reviewed journal. Does
it have to be in a peer reviewed journal for it to be true and for it to be a truth for
students? No. I take it with a grain of salt.
For Kristen, learning about student development theory was simply adding a name to her
experience as a post-secondary student and it provided an explanation as to why various events
that she and her peers experienced. She continued:
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I was in a cohort of maybe 9-12 and many of us represented various levels of underserved
populations. And every day I was learning about my own experience. We still have a
group chat and our group name is Dismantling the Systems of Oppression within Higher
Education. Our tagline is, ‘We are the curriculum.’ We are the curriculum! We are
students learning about students! And if students or faculty or any sort of professional
doesn’t identify with the theories that are in place, or if you can’t think back to a time
where they resonate with you, then I’m very concerned about your ability to serve
students.
While in graduate school, Kristen was also a student worker in Admissions, so she was
immediately making the connections between theory and her experience as an undergraduate
student along with theory to practice connections working in higher education. How what she
has learned influences her work as a primary role academic advisor will be addressed in
Research Question 5; however, Kristen spoke very boldly and candidly about how learning
student development theory impacted her in that moment.
Higher education professionals should be able to see theory in practice in many cases,
especially the more contemporary theories centered on validation and belonging. Those
are resonating to us as students who haven’t had that experience yet, and it’s always the
white students that are nervously asking simple questions that we non-white folks
experience every single day. …In many cases, and especially in that student development
theory class, it was about teaching the white folks. Now, I’m glad that at least a space like
that exists, but should I have to share that space is another question. It was – it is – very
validating and it centers you in many cases.
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When asked about student development theories, participants mentioned the more well-known
theories and theorists, such as Chickering’s Vectors, Sanford’s Challenge and Support Theory,
Schlossberg’s Theory of Transition, etc. However, Kristen specifically mentioned Strayhorn’s
Sense of Belonging (2016) and Rendón’s Validation Theory (1994), two theories that had not
been mentioned once during all of the interviews.
Research Question 5
What are the ways primary role academic advisors perceive that knowledge of student
development theory impacts their work with students?
When asked how knowledge of student development theory impacts the work of primary
role academic advisors, participants who reported knowing of student development theory
reported one of two ways: either direct use of student development theory or indirect use of
student development theory.
Direct Influence. Many participants were able to discuss how knowing student
development directly impacts their work with students. Some shared a specific theory and how
that theory is used in their work, others discussed their knowledge of theory holistically. For
example, when asked if student development theory impacts his relationship and goals when
meeting with students, Craig responded:
I would say theory impacts the relationship heavily. Many times, when meeting with
students, I’ll recognize the student’s behavior falls within one of the theories. And,
actually, I'll share that connection with the student. I don’t necessarily say, ‘Hey, I'm
applying theory to you!’ But I'll work through it with them and let them know that what
they are experiencing is actually common and backed by research. Then, I’ll work with
them in terms of next steps or let them know how the theory is helping me know how to
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guide them next. Even if it's acknowledging how the student may probably feel after they
make this progression. It is a guiding factor when working with students.
Others, including Jennifer, discussed specific theories. She shared how she directly uses
Sanford’s Theory of Challenge and Support while advising students:
That is probably the one that shapes my advising most because I think it’s critical that
you have both. If a student has too much support, they do not have enough ownership in
their educational experience. If there’s too much challenge, the student will feel defeated
as if you aren’t supportive of them, as if you don’t want them to be successful. I find that
the balance of Challenge and Support sometimes means flipped advising and sometimes
it means that a student really just needs a safe place to talk to someone. They just need
someone to talk to and for you to listen – that can sometimes mean how you are
supporting them that day.
Phillip agrees, stating that “it’s really incumbent upon us advisors to challenge students … but if
you over challenge them, they retreat into past responses, which isn’t going to help them
develop.” To support students, he acknowledged appreciative advising, adding he incorporated
these tools during his graduate assistantship.
I tried to be a cheerleader for students. I tried, and always tried, to frame things with
positive communication. In most cases, even if something doesn’t work out the way a
student thought, there are other ways they can get to where they want to be via another
path, maybe a little pivot. It may not be a straight line, but they can still get there and
remind them that you, the advisor, are there to support them.
Phillip also indicated that he refers to Perry’s Stages of Identity Development when advising
students. He commented:
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I mentioned earlier the differences between the traditional age first year student and the
traditional senior year student. Perry’s Identity Theory fits right into this with Dualism
when there’s a right and wrong choice. An authority figure who can say this is right, to
relativism, which is more working in that gray area of taking different information and
different viewpoints and figuring out what’s best for you as a student. …As an advisor, it
makes you cognizant of looking at the specific student in front of you, it can’t be a cookie
cutter approach, because you’re working with a student who’s in their first or second
semester differently than a student in their seventh or eighth semester.
The third most commonly cited and discussed theory was Schlossberg’s Transition Theory.
Many participants mentioned Chickering’s Seven Vectors of Identity Development, but none
provided a specific example on how the Seven Vector’s influence their role as a primary role
academic advisor. Jennifer shared the most well rounded example of how Schlossberg’s
Transition Theory impacts the work of primary role academic advisors.
I know this theory kind of falls more into an orientation style office, typically, but I
would argue that as students are in advising each year, they’re also transitioning from one
thing to the next, whether it is their first year in school, things that are happening at
home, there’s so much transition that happens in the academic journey, so I would say I
use that a lot and think about the student’s specific situation such as what the factors are
that contribute to a transition and helping them to recognize and be more self-aware of
the process.
Elizabeth was another participant that mentioned Transition Theory; however, instead of
discussing the impact of Transition Theory directly, she stressed the importance of not using a
single theory in totality of all students. She specifically stated advisors ``can't just use Transition
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Theory without thinking about all the other influencing factors.” For example, a student’s age,
race, gender, and socioeconomic background must be taken into account when advising the
whole student. Craig added, “It’s important to remember that a lot of times you can’t apply a
whole theory because each student is unique in their own way, there’s intersectionality with
theory to practice.” Charlotte agreed, referring to using student development theories when
meeting with First Year Experience groups with “completely varied backgrounds'' and
understanding commonalities of their experiences while also acknowledging “that is a group of
my population.” She continued:
So, knowing the different approaches for like, talking to someone who’s a nontraditional
student, or even calling someone a nontraditional student – just because they’re older
when they’re going to school, that’s completely different. So, knowing that, especially
since a lot of those discussions were never addressed or talked about in the past. Also, it’s
gotten more and more specific to each of those populations as we move forward. It’s
definitely good to be able to lean on some of those things when you’re in those meetings.
Danielle referenced Transition Theory, but related it to her experience in public health and
Health Behavioral Theories. She said:
It’s fun sometimes, when it presents itself to you and you notice this situation really
seems like the student is going through the different stages of transition right now. For
me, it’s also the Health Behavioral Theories that dictate what people need in order to
make decisions about their health. So, in my mind, I’m thinking the student is ready, has
the motivation to make this decision, but they need this in order to get there. And I try to
make sure that I’m working that into my conversation with them and sharing a resource
that’s hopefully going to really help them pull the trigger on the decision that they need to
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make. So it is a little bit like the student development but also my Health Behavior
Theory background.
In addition to Transition Theory and Health Behavioral Theories, Danielle also mentioned the
Socioecological Model in Public Health as impacting her work as a primary role academic
advisor. She shared:
The model is a circle and at the circle is the self. So, the center is the student, then the
outer circle is their family and friends. And then the outer circle of that is the campus
community. And the outer circle of that is the state and another is the national policy
level. So, thinking about how and why students make decisions in the context of all of
these different layers and how they interact with them. How these layers impact the
student within the educational experience and emotional wellbeing.
Like Danielle, Nora also related her knowledge of student development theory to her background
in student health and wellness. Instead of mentioning a specific theory that directly impacts her
work with students, Nora discussed the Eight Dimensions of Wellness (Substance Abuse and
Mental Health Services Administration, 2016). She shared:
It involves intellectual health, emotional health, social health, occupational health,
physical health; I think now they look at financial health, environmental health. So I tend
to kind of use that as my little checklist…. I would tell [students they] need to be working
with all of these because they all impact each other. If you’re putting too much time into
one that means you’re not putting enough time into another. So, you want to have good
balance.
With exception to the Eight Dimensions of Wellness, Nora, like many other participants, did not
share a specific theory that directly impacts her work as a primary role academic advisor.

164

Indirect Influences. Many participants discussed the importance of knowing student
development theory and how student development theory impacts their work with students;
however, instead of providing specific theories, their discussion was more focused on an indirect
influence. For example, John discussed how student development theory influences the holistic
work of primary role academic advisors.
It’s one of those things that informs what our policies are and it informs the way I
approach each meeting with a student. But, at the same time, without having ever heard a
particular theory espouse as the way to go about doing certain things, it ultimately serves
as a background for what is a blended model of service delivery.
As literature has indicated, there is not a single theory directly connected to academic advising
and, instead, advisors use a blend of theories from other fields. However, primary role academic
advisors do acknowledge the importance of theory and applying theory to work.
Phillip referenced the importance of keeping up to date with student development theory,
especially as populations evolve and grow. He stated:
Their experiences are not what mine were, so I can’t pretend to think that I know how
they feel in their current situation. Not only is there a huge age difference, but some of
them have gone through their final years of high school and the start of high school
during a pandemic. Knowing theory and keeping up to date is important because it helps
me, at least, look at the situation through a student development theory lens and try to do
my best to put myself in their shoes without pretending like I know what it’s like.
Craig answered similarly, stating that it’s important to keep up-to-date with student development
theory because:
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Students are constantly changing. One of the articles I had just read for one of my classes
this semester talks about how student services today are serving a different population of
students than it was five years ago. Honestly, I think it’s even three years ago, just with
the pandemic and everything, that’s changed a lot. Today’s student needs are different
and we’re having to coach them on things that we never thought we’d have to in
advising.
John agreed, noting “staying up to date is extremely important, particularly as we start to identify
changes in student populations and as we identify methods that may be more effective in serving
this population.”
Earlier in the interview, Craig made a statement related to the influence of student
development theory and advising the whole student. He said, “No student is just there for
financial aid or just advising – they’re a whole student, so advisors have to serve the whole
person.” Jennifer agreed, noting that when she meets with a student she tends to “focus on more
of the developmental student as a whole, rather than just a single section of their life.”
Drew and Nora all referenced the importance of knowing student development theory,
even if the advisor may not have a specific label or title to their advising strategy. For example,
Drew concluded his statements, sharing:
We maybe had mentors who knew that stuff and trained us in a way, but didn’t tell us
what we were learning. They didn’t put the names to it. They didn’t label it that way. But
they showed us the practice on how to do it.
Similarly, Nora remarked:
Many use theory whether it’s subconsciously or intentionally. In a lot of the training that
we have, we're finding ways to apply theory with techniques and strategies. Or it helps
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advisors see the student holistically, by understanding all of these different factors that
are impacting them as a student. I think coming from more of the student services side of
things, I feel like a lot of our work, whether it's in fitness and wellness, or residence life,
or whatever, we get a lot of this right, is based on student development theory and not
necessarily focusing on their academics. We know they're here to go to school and get a
diploma, but we're kind of dealing with all the other aspects of the students. So I love that
in academic advising, I'm doing both. I'm doing all of it together.
Because Nora, Emily, and Drew all have academic backgrounds prior to becoming primary role
academic advisors but without prior coursework on student development theory, I asked the three
if they believe advisors could be effective without knowing student development theory and their
responses were similar. Drew shared:
I don't think you need it to be an effective advisor. But I think it could make you a more
effective advisor. I work with folks that probably don't have any background in pedagogy
and it would benefit them, maybe. But I can watch them now and they're amazing
advisors. They're very effective and they know what they're doing. They're great with our
students, so I don't think that the lack of that background has held them back in any way.
It could improve them and make them better, possibly, but they're still incredibly
effective at what they do.
Emily’s response was similar:
I think you can be an advisor without knowing student development theory. Can you be
the best advisor that you can be? No. I think understanding a student's development and
the approach to helping them grow, take next steps, and take ownership for their lives.
Knowing all of that makes you a better advisor; otherwise, I think you are just
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prescriptive, right? You are just there to answer the questions: Yes, you can withdraw
from this class; no, you can't withdraw from this class. You're not really helping the
student to develop into the best person that they can be. So, I think one can do some of
what advising is without having an awareness of student development, but I don't think
you can be as effective if you don't think about it.
Nora commented:
The thing is, with student development theory, you see it in a lot of different ways with a
different name. It’s not specific knowledge, but it is knowledge that you might hear in
intercultural developments. You see it in wellness. It’s a lot of the same information, but
sometimes maybe with just a little different language and a different name. So, whether
somebody came into an academic advising role and had never been exposed to student
development, but had been exposed to something else similar, I think it would be okay. I
think they would be fine because a lot of the general pillars are similar in nature.
Two of the participants that reported zero knowledge of student development theory, Ali and
Jackie, both responded they would be interested in learning about student development theory,
simply because they know knowledge of theory and understanding theory to practice will
improve their work as a primary role academic advisor and expand their worldview of diverse
student populations.
Chapter Summary
The interviews conducted for his phenomenographic study were completed in February,
2022, via Zoom. There were 12 interview questions in the interview protocol, but not all
participants were asked all 12 questions. This was due to participants not knowing the actual
content of the question, such as student development theory or the Pillars of Academic Advising.
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Other participants requested clarification, so probes and prompts were used for guidance. Each
participant was sent a copy of their transcript for member checking. I also asked each participant
if they wanted to add or remove anything to their transcript, but all agreed to accuracy and did
not voluntarily add or wish to remove any of the content. I did reach out to two participants for
more information and they were happy to share the requested information.
Following member checking, I read and reviewed each transcript several times to
familiarize myself with the transcripts. Then, I completed the seven data analysis steps of
phenomenography to determine conceptions and the final outcome spaces. Many conceptions, or
themes, occurred during the interviews and other data collection methods to provide thick, rich
descriptions.
The experiences and perceptions of participants provided insight into their individual
experiences becoming a primary role academic advisor, how those experiences influence their
current work with students, and if they know of NACADA’s Core Competency Model and
student development theory. The past experiences, along with knowledge and perception of
advising best practices, provide information that could be made to further inform senior
administrators at higher education institutions of the importance of campus wide standard
training and development. Conclusions developed from these findings as well as implications
and recommendations for future practice and research are presented in the following chapter.

169

Chapter 5. Conclusions and Recommendations
The first three chapters of this study covered an introduction to the topic, the significance
of the study, a description of the phenomenographic approach to qualitative inquiry, the data
collection process, a literature review, and the research methodology for the study. Chapter 4
described the conceptions and themes that emerged from the interview results, an analysis of the
semi-structured interview data within each research question, and a summary of the data
analysis. The data from the interviews resulted in rich, thick descriptions provided by
participants and contributed to a thorough analysis of the research questions. I connected the
themes and conceptions that emerged with the related research questions focused on the
educational and occupational background experiences of primary role academic advisors as well
as their perceptions of student development theory and NACADA’s Conceptual Core
Competency within the Core Competency Model. In this final chapter, the problem will be
restated, conclusions and findings from each research question will be discussed, and
implications for practice and future research will be shared.
Statement of the Problem
The problem addressed in this study was that there are no standard advising qualifications
or baseline educational requirements for primary role academic advisors at higher education
institutions in the United States, so many advisors arrive on campus with diverse educational and
occupational backgrounds. Not only does training vary among each institution, but training
opportunities differ within various units in each respective institution. Some advisors may have
extensive training and development opportunities while others may start meeting with students
on their first day in office. Some institutions require primary role advisors to have graduate
degrees, others only require an undergraduate degree. Primary role academic advisors may have
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extensive educational or even occupational experience in the specific major they advise, but
others may have zero experience in the area.
There is extensive literature focusing on the importance of academic advising as it relates
to student success metrics. In the past decade, federal and state governments increased
accountability for student success metrics at higher education institutions, placing primary role
academic advisors on the front lines of student retention and completion rates (Wallace &
Wallace, 2016). Yet, because training and development opportunities are inconsistent, this has
led to an overall perception of ineffective advising across institutions (Sheldon et al., 2015;
Smith & Allen, 2018). Since the 1970s, NACADA: The Global Community for Academic
Advising, along with other professional organizations in higher education, have created training
and professional development opportunities for those involved with academic advising as well as
higher education administration, professional standards for academic advising in higher
education, assessments to evaluate the effectiveness of academic advising, and extensive
research for advisors to learn best practices to advise the whole student.
This study sought to bring awareness to these best practices and resources for higher
education administrators and to illustrate the knowledge gaps of primary role academic advisors.
This study has also highlighted the benefits of effective training and development opportunities
that some institutions and higher education graduate programs have implemented. In addition,
this study adds to the existing literature by sharing the diverse educational and occupational
backgrounds and experiences of current primary role academic advisors. The findings and
conclusions of this research may help to inform future practice and the implementation of
effective, standard training and development programs at higher education institutions. Findings
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from this study may also be helpful to inform practice on the perceptions and experiences of
current primary role academic advisors that are newer to the profession.
Discussion and Conclusions Drawn from Findings
The primary source of data collected for this phenomenography was 17 one-on-one semistructured interviews with 17 new (0-5 experience), primary role academic advisors currently
working with students at higher education institutions in the United States. In addition to
interviews, I also collected a participant questionnaire and other artifacts voluntarily sent via
email to me by participants. The data retrieved through interviews resulted in rich, thick
descriptions provided by participants. Discussions included the backgrounds and experiences of
primary role academic advisors prior to entering the profession and how those experiences have
influenced their current work with students. I also sought to understand the knowledge and
perceptions of primary role academic advisors’ regarding student development theory and
NACADA’s Core Competency Model, specifically the Conceptual Core Competency. The
shared experiences, knowledge, and experiences is not exhaustive and, in fact, illustrates the vast
diversity of advisor backgrounds and experiences. Many responses could be used to expand upon
further research. This section discusses the conclusions for each research question of this study.
Research Question 1
How do primary role academic advisors perceive their educational and occupational
backgrounds influence their work with students?
As discussed in Chapter 2, the epistemology of constructivism connects previous
knowledge to new information, and learning is a continuing, active process (Mogashoa, 2014;
Musser & Yoder, 2013). In relation to academic advising, primary role academic advisors arrive
in office at their respective institution with their own knowledge and experiences that shape how
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they approach their work. In Chapter 4, I provided rich data to demonstrate how the educational
and occupational backgrounds of primary role academic advisors influenced their current work
with students. In addition, I shared the perspectives of participants as they discussed learning
from their colleagues with diverse backgrounds and experiences to grow in the profession. They
not only connected their previous experiences with their current learning experiences when
becoming an academic advisor, but participants also explained how they shared their own
experiences with their peers to learn additional skills to become even more well-rounded in the
field.
All 17 participants reported having some occupational experience in higher education,
whether it be a full-time position or working while enrolled at the respective institution as a
student worker or a graduate assistantship. Eight of the 17 participants reported to have
completed (or will soon complete) a graduate degree related to higher education. Participants that
had completed graduate coursework within a higher education referenced theory to practice more
than those without graduate coursework completed in higher education. Two participants with
extensive prior occupational experience outside of higher education reported customer service as
a strong influence on their work with students. The responses to this research question
demonstrated the diverse backgrounds of primary role academic advisors and illustrated how
advisors arrive on campus with varying degrees of experience and knowledge about the
profession.
Four themes emerged when discussing advisor perception of educational and
occupational background influence on their current work: Student wellness, customer service,
previous undergraduate student experience, and higher education graduate degree experience.
Participants with a health, educational, and/or occupational background, discussed how their
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experience strongly influences how they work with students. They explained how ensuring
student health, whether it be physical, mental, emotional, or any other sections within the
Wellness Wheel, is at the forefront of conversations with students. They all agreed that if a
student is not getting enough sleep, is having complications from a previous athletic injury, such
as a concussion, or eating well, a student cannot be successful in all other areas, notably the
classroom. This background experience in health education also guided advisors on how to
problem solve with a student or make difficult decisions with a student.
Two participants with extensive occupational experience outside of higher education both
immediately referred to their knowledge of customer service as an influencing factor in their
current work as an academic advisor. They discussed connecting a student’s interests with
available majors and campus organizations as well as making referrals to other available
resources on campus based on each student’s specific needs. One participant discussed how her
background in customer service helps her with difficult scheduling, whether it be with a student
or when working with faculty and administration to determine future class times and availability.
She shared that she is very comfortable having conversations that can sometimes be
uncomfortable because of complicated scheduling. Another participant discussed his previous
work experience within customer service has now influenced his student-centered service when
working with complicated situations students bring to him as well as how to navigate difficult
conversations with students and even senior administration at the university.
Student wellness and customer service were two strong indicators of how occupational
backgrounds influenced current advisors’ work with students; however, many participants spoke
candidly of how their educational experiences influenced their work as a primary role academic
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advisor. Four participants spoke about their undergraduate experience and three participants
spoke about their higher education graduate degree experience.
Participants that discussed their undergraduate degree experience and the influence it has
on how they advise students were split into either positive or negative experiences. These
experiences, whether negative or positive, have impacted how they advocate, support, and
empower the students they interact with as an advisor. For example, one participant that
discussed how she loved her undergraduate experience and felt a strong sense of belonging on
campus. Because of this experience, she has a holistic approach to advising students and really
works to use developmental advising to guide the whole student. Naturally, she wants her
students to do well in their courses, but she also encourages her students to enjoy their social
experience on campus and to get involved with clubs and organizations. Another participant is
not only currently employed by the institution he attended as an undergraduate, but he is also
advising for the department of the major he completed. His undergraduate experience has a
direct influence on his work with students because he completed the same coursework as his
advisees and had much of the same faculty as his advisees. He can provide specific examples of
resources available on campus because of his experience.
Two participants discussed how a negative experience or negative experiences during
their undergraduate career influences how they work with students as a primary role academic
advisor. One participant’s advisor was very prescriptive, did not respond to student outreach, and
did not help students that tried to be proactive, knowing there would be registration issues that
could impact completion. This participant summarized her experience by stating that her
undergraduate major advisor “is the epitome of what I will not be.” Because of her experience,
she is proactive when working with students, utilizes extensive follow-up with all of her
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students, and provides a strong baseline of standard care for all of her students to ensure they
know she is a supportive and encouraging resource on campus that they can always rely on for
guidance. She also discussed how she is motivated by problem solving and will tackle an issue,
no matter how large or small, for all of her students.
Kristen, another participant that had a negative experience with advising during her
undergraduate career, discussed how her experience influences her work with students,
especially students like her who are first-generation and come from underserved student
populations. She shared that, as a child of immigrants and a first-generation student, she was
constantly taught to listen and trust those in leadership positions and not question their authority.
She did just that during her first year of undergraduate coursework, but then quickly learned that
her abilities were assumed and her own thoughts and opinions were not valued by her advisor.
She was not aware that students were not only able to, but encouraged to, make choices
regarding their academic plan in her major. Because of her experience, her goal is to make sure
all of her students are aware of their choices and she encourages them to take ownership early on
in their undergraduate career. She also shared how she goes above and beyond to ensure that all
students are being given accurate information about various opportunities such as scholarships
and grants. While this information is often freely shared by offices and departments across
campus, she knows from her own experience that unless someone in a leadership position
specifically shares the information and how it specifically pertains to each student, that
information is often lost in the shuffle and ignored. By establishing relationships with students
and encouraging students to take ownership of their own education, Kristen’s students know that
she is a trustworthy individual on campus that has their best interests in mind.

176

Eight participants reported completing coursework in a higher education graduate degree
program. Almost all spoke differently about academic advising differently than those participants
that had not completed graduate coursework in a higher education degree program. Because of
their knowledge about higher education, they used terminology specific to higher education and
seemed to have a better understanding of higher education policy than that of the other
participants. Three of the eight participants referenced their graduate degree coursework
experience in earnest as a strong influence on their work as a primary role academic advisor. For
example, advisors that have completed graduate degree coursework acknowledge the ability to
connect theory to practice in order to better serve the whole student and meet the developmental
needs of students. They reported advising the whole student rather than simply providing a
prescriptive service.
These results illustrated the diverse backgrounds of primary role academic advisors and
how they arrive in office with varied experiences that do influence their work. All participants
discussed how their previous educational and occupational backgrounds influence their work
with students. Some participants discussed how they and their colleagues will share with one
another how they use their educational and occupational backgrounds to better serve students.
Research Question 2
Do new primary role academic advisors know of NACADA’s Conceptual Core Competency? If
so, how do primary role academic advisors describe learning about NACADA’s Conceptual
Core Competency?
I asked all 17 participants to rank their knowledge of NACADA’s Core Competency
Model on a scale of 0 to 4, with a score of 4 being the most knowledgeable. The purpose of this
rating system was to encourage dialogue and discussion during the interview. It is not an
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accurate representation of participant knowledge of NACADA’s Core Competency Model. Eight
participants shared a score of zero, indicating no knowledge of NACADA’s Core Competency
Model. Another participant scored herself at zero; however, after briefly discussing the Core
Competency Model, she remembered learning about the model and shared that she knows what it
is. Two participants scored themselves at level two, three participants scored themselves at level
three, and three participants scored themselves at the top with a score of four. Of the eight
participants that have completed graduate degree coursework, two selected four as their
knowledge level, two selected a score of three, one selected a score of two, and three selected a
score of zero (one of the participants that selected a score of zero was the one that did remember
the model after prompts). There was not much difference in knowledge of the Core Competency
Model between those that had graduate degree coursework and those that did not.
Participants shared learning about NACADA’s Core Competency Model in a variety of
ways. One learned about the model through NACADA’s Theory and Practice of Academic
Advising eTutorial, a monthly or bi-monthly online course sponsored by NACADA. Two
participants reported purchasing The New Advisor Guidebook for their own professional
development and learning. Others learned about the model either through training provided by
their respective institution or during graduate degree coursework.
The constructivist framework encourages primary role academic advisors to not only
learn what can be done to improve a specific practice, but to also continue learning and
improving the practice in question (Musser & Yoder, 2013). In addition to the participants that
purchased and read parts of The New Advisor Guidebook, they and other participants reported
visiting NACADA’s website and Clearinghouse to improve their practice and learn more about
advising best practices to better serve students.
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Asking participants to rank their knowledge of NACADA’s Core Competency Model
was not an accurate representation of their knowledge and abilities as a primary role academic
advisor. The purpose of the rating system was to prompt discussion during the interview;
however, I did find it interesting that eight participants originally shared a score of zero.
NACADA’s Core Competency Model is one of the four Pillars of Academic Advising and used
frequently in higher education. The results from this question may help administrators
understand the experience, or perhaps lack thereof, of current primary role academic advisors
working with students. Research has indicated the inconsistencies of advisors on respective
institutions and the student perceptions of advisors. This research adds to the existing literature,
affirming and illustrating the inconsistent and varying degree of knowledge and experience that
primary role academic advisors that are currently working with students actually do have and the
training they have received.
Research Question 3
What elements of NACADA’s Conceptual Core Competency do primary role academic advisors
report as influencing their work with students?
NACADA’s Core Competency Model for Academic Advising comprises three
competencies: Informational, Relational, and Conceptual. The purpose of the Core Competency
Model is “to identify the broad range of understanding, knowledge, and skills that support
academic advising, to guide professional development, and to promote the contributions of
advising to student development progress, and success” (NACADA, 2017). I believe that the
Informational component is the most used component for primary role advisor onboarding
training, ongoing training, and professional development because the Informational component is
the “what” advisors must know to effectively advise students. The Relational component is the
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“how” of effective advising – how advisors can effectively share the Informational “what.” The
Conceptual component is the “why.” It, according to NACADA (2017), is the “ideas and
theories that advisors must understand to effectively advise their students.”
As discussed in Research Question 2, advisor knowledge of NACADA’s Core
Competency Model is varied. When asked directly if participants knew of NACADA’s Core
Competency Model, specifically the Conceptual Core Competency, advisors either indicated
they were unaware of the model and elements or unsure of how the model influences their work
with students. However, by asking probing questions about academic advising and working with
students, participants were able to explain in great detail what they value within academic
advising. These values are directly related to NACADA’s Conceptual Core Competency, but
participants were unaware that there was a title or concept connected to those values. I used
Venable’s (2021) NACADA Core Competencies Self-Assessment for University of Nebraska –
Lincoln to determine what elements of NACADA’s Conceptual Core Competency influences
primary role advisors’ work with students. The six elements include:


The history and role of academic advising in higher education,



NACADA’s Core Values of Academic Advising,



Theory relevant to academic advising,



Understanding advising approaches and strategies,



Expected outcomes of academic advising, and



How equitable and inclusive environments are created and maintained.

Following is a discussion of the results by element.
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The History and Role of Academic Advising in Higher Education
Within the history and role of academic advising in higher education, advisors reported
the following influencing their work with students: the advisor-student relationship, the
importance of academic advising on campus for institutional student success, and effective
training and development for academic advising that is supported by senior administration.
Common phrases that I heard when listening to participants speak of the student-advisor
relationship indicated that advisors are the “middle person” that shares and relays information to
students and the “ally” on campus. As noted in Chapter 2, advisors are the navigators on campus
for each student. Even participants that indicated they work prescriptively with students due to
their student population or the nature of the appointment discussed how they are, like Drake
(2011) discussed, the most single, most consistent person on campus that a student can rely on
for guidance, encouragement, and advocacy.
Not only does the advisor benefit each student on campus, but this service also benefits
campus student success metrics. Participants spoke of how their work directly impacts student
retention, persistence, and completion rates. One even stated that if advisors were not on campus,
doing the work on the front lines with students, student success rates would plummet.
Participants discussed how their work was “crucial” to the institution and one of the
“cornerstones” of student success. Literature described how advisors teach students how to speak
the language of higher education, how to understand the culture and the developmental changes
students experience as they matriculate through post-secondary education, and know the
resources and opportunities on campus that each student needs in order to be successful. As one
participant stated, “academic advisors pay for themselves” because of the work they do with
student enrollment, persistence, and completion.
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Also, within the history and role of academic advising in higher education, participants
discussed the importance of effective training and development on campus. There was a
difference in knowledge between participants with a graduate degree in higher education than
those without a graduate degree in higher education, so language was different among
participants, but all participants agreed effective training and development is imperative for
student success. In addition to and reflective of literature, all participants agreed that in order to
grow as a profession, advising needs to become more consistent across campuses. Participant
desire to learn and grow in the field follows a constructivism framework as advisors continue to
learn more about the profession. It is an active learning process.
NACADA’s Core Values of Academic Advising
I asked all 17 participants to rank their knowledge of NACADA’s Core Values of
Academic Advising on a scale of 0 to 4, with a score of 4 being the most knowledgeable. Seven
participants shared a score of zero, indicating no knowledge of NACADA’s Core Competency
Model. One participant scored themselves at one, four participants scored themselves at level
two, zero participants scored themselves at level three, and five participants scored themselves at
the top with a score of four. Of the eight participants that have completed graduate degree
coursework, four selected four as their knowledge level, one selected a score of two, one selected
a score of one, and two selected a score of zero. There was not much difference in knowledge of
NACADA’s Core Values of Academic Advising between those that had graduate degree
coursework and those that did not. This method was not an effective tool to gauge the knowledge
of current primary role academic advisors. However, this rating system did prompt discussion
where participants did discuss elements within NACADA’s Core Values of Academic Advising.
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Knowledge of NACADA’s Core Values of Academic Advising varied among
participants; however, many of the actual values were acknowledged throughout each participant
interview. The Core Values include caring, commitment, empowerment, inclusivity, integrity,
professionalism, and respect. Many of these values were mentioned throughout all participant
interviews; however, two of the values were mentioned consistently, acknowledging the
influence of NACADA’s Core Values of Academic Advising on advisor work with students:
empowering students and caring for students.
“Empowering” and student advocacy were two common phrases throughout the entire
interview process for all participants. Each participant expressed a strong, caring desire to
empower students to take ownership and accountability for their own education and advocate for
their own educational experience in and outside of the classroom. Advisors did not want students
to simply arrive in their advisor’s office expecting a list of courses to take the following
semester. This reflected the literature, indicating that advising is not only about registering for
classes, but developing the whole student. Participants discussed how they wanted to ensure each
student in their office felt heard and knew that their voice matters because it can be easy to feel
like a number, especially at a large campus.
Theory Relevant to Academic Advising
Research Question 5 is dedicated to the influence student development theory has on
primary role academic advisors, so more the thick, rich data and evidence will be discussed in
great detail in the following section. However, it is important to note that within the Conceptual
Core Competency, theory relevant to academic advising was a strong influence on primary role
academic advisors and their work with students. Advisors described theory as the foundational
knowledge of understanding today’s student and how to best support each student’s specific
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needs. Participants reported using theory indirectly when advising students and not as a
conscious strategy directly stated with students.
All participants, whether they had any prior knowledge of theory or not, shared that they
want to learn about theory relevant to academic advising and continue learning about theory in
order to best serve students. As mentioned in Chapter 2, constructivism is a foundation for
developing excellent advising practices and approaches that work with our student demographics
as well as a framework for any advising theory to be built upon (Musser, 2012). Advisors that
desire to continue learning about theory to improve their work falls within the constructivism
framework. Within the social constructivism paradigm, variables (in this case, the students)
differ based on the social constructions and the personal nature of the student, so having a
foundational understanding of student development theory provides primary role academic
advisors with a guide to working with students, especially traditional age students, as they
transition through post-secondary education (Evans et al., 2010; Knefelkamp et al., 1978;
Musser, 2012).
Understanding Advising Approaches and Strategies
The most discussed element influencing advisors within the Conceptual Core
Competency was advising approaches and strategies. Advisors were very open to discuss
effective advising approaches that directly influence their work with students as a primary role
academic advisor. I had predicted that the top three advising approaches discussed would be
developmental, prescriptive, and proactive. However, after developmental and prescriptive
advising, appreciative advising was the most referenced approach used by participants. This
approach seemed to be the most influential by those familiar with the approach and, in fact,
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participants reported presenting how effective and influential the approach is to their work as an
advisor for professional conferences and institutional training and development opportunities.
Developmental advising, according to the vast amount of documented literature, is
structured around relationship building between the advisor and the student that “focus on
identifying and accomplishing life goals” and “acquiring skills and attitudes that promote
intellectual growth” (Winston et al., 1984, p. 18-19). Each participant discussed student
ownership and accountability in regards to each student. They discussed empowering students,
creating student agency, and teaching students the skills they need to be successful. Many
participants discussed using a blended or hybrid approach based on the individual student in their
office at the time; however, when discussing this blended or hybrid approach, they were
indirectly identifying the components of developmental advising.
Prior to participant interviews, each participant completed a questionnaire. On the
questionnaire, participants were asked what approach they mostly use when advising students
and what approach do they perceive to be the most effective when working with students.
Participants were given three options: Developmental, Prescriptive, or Unsure. Of the 17
participants 13 selected Developmental advising as the approach they use the most when
working with students and the approach they believe is the most effective. Four participants
selected unsure for both questions. There was no variation in participant responses. Three of the
four participants that selected unsure do not have a graduate degree in higher education.
While not the preferred method of advising, many participants acknowledged that there is
a time and a place for the prescriptive advising approach. Like literature indicated, prescriptive
advising is most often used for orientation when there is a quick turnaround and little time to
work with a student developmentally. Also, participants indicated that sometimes, a student only
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wants a prescriptive type relationship with their primary role academic advisor. One participant
indicated that a student may have already developed a more complex and well-rounded
relationship with another leader on campus, essentially not needing the guidance and support of a
primary role academic advisor. Often, in these cases, a student may only visit their primary role
academic advisor if a meeting is required for a registration permit. Another participant indicated
that while she does hope to work with the whole student and serve all students’ unique needs, the
population of students she advises is not attending the institution for the college life experience.
Since she advises nontraditional students enrolled in a fully online program that are simply
attending in order to advance their medical credentials, her students are only reaching out to her
for prescriptive needs. She does ask how the student is doing to ensure the student can be
successful while juggling multiple responsibilities; however, her student appointments are often
very quick and only used to answer questions regarding the program and degree advancement.
In addition to the developmental and prescriptive advising approaches, advisors also
mentioned a number of other advising approaches that influence their work with students. The
most mentioned advising approach was appreciative advising; however, other approaches
mentioned proactive advising and coaching. Many advisors discussed the use of flipped advising,
which depending on how each advisor or advising center is using flipped advising could fall
under developmental advising or another approach that was not named. Like appreciative
advising, participants discussed not only attending professional development opportunities to
learn more about flipped advising, but some had also presented to others during conferences or
institutional training sessions on flipped advising. Participants also discussed recently attending
trauma informed advising training and development opportunities. They did not discuss how
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they use trauma informed advising currently with students, but simply that they would like to
learn more about the approach and strategies.
During the interview process, I asked participants targeted questions about advising best
practices, structures, approaches, and referred to specific topics and titles within the advising
profession. A common phrase that I heard was “I never put a label to it” or “I did the work, I just
did not know that work had a name.” I identified this mostly when discussing advising
approaches and strategies. For example, one participant discussed recently attending a training
and development opportunity focused on interviewing, asking probing, open ended questions,
and listening to various cues students may provide when talking could fall with a number of
approaches such as Motivational Interviewing (Hughey & Pettay, 2013), Learning-Centered
Advising (Reynolds, 2013), or Socratic Advising (Spence & Scobie, 2013). Also, a common
topic of discussion throughout all interviews was teaching students to use the tools available on
campus provided to support them, teaching students to advocate for their own education, and
holding students accountable throughout their educational career. These strategies can fall within
Advising as Teaching and Learning (Drake, 2013), Learning-Centered Advising (Reynolds,
2013), and Socratic Advising (Spence & Scobie, 2013). Other options, especially when including
individual student goal setting and centering on whole student development, can also be
strategies used in Advising Informed by Self-Authorship (Schulenberg, 2013), Strengths-Based
Advising (Schreiner, 2013), or Hermeneutic Advising (Champlin-Scharff & Hagen, 2013).
Approaches to advising are endless and, like participants indicated when asked what
advising approach or method they prefer, many stated they use a hybrid or blended approach.
After some time, various elements from these approaches begin to overlap. Knowledge of these
approaches is subjective and, as advisors learn more about the profession and combine past
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knowledge with current knowledge in addition to the social and cultural norms of the institution
and advising center, approaches do become blended (Kimball & Campbell, 2013; Musser, 2012).
Whether intentional or not, advisors that responded with “blended” or “hybrid” were already
applying best practices by shifting their approach based on the individual needs of the student in
their office. Like one participant stated, “one size does not fit all,” and others stated advising is
not “cookie cutter.” Kimball and Campbell (2013) agreed:
The field needs and, indeed, requires, multiple strategies so advisors effectively respond
to multiple and unique audiences. The field needs flexible, eclectic practitioners able to
adapt their advising strategies in accordance with the needs of their students. Being
married to a single approach to academic advising, advisors potentially disregard the
diverse ways in which students learn and presume a single, linear developmental path that
is clearly more idealistic than realistic.
Throughout interviews and after viewing participant artifacts, specifically advising philosophy
and philosophy statements, advisors indicated they follow Kimball and Campbell’s statement,
adjusting to fit the needs of each student in their office.
Expected Outcomes of Academic Advising
In addition to an institutional mission statement, the culture and organization of the
institution, and various other characteristic effects from each institution, there are two Pillars of
Academic Advising commonly used to set guidelines for student learning outcomes within
academic advising: The Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education (CAS)
and NACADA’s Concept of Academic Advising. In addition to NACADA’s Core Values of
Academic Advising and NACADA’s Core Competency Model, I also asked participants rank
their knowledge of The Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education (CAS)
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and NACADA’s Concept of Academic Advising on a scale of 0 to 4, with 4 being the most
knowledgeable. This method was not an effective tool to gauge the knowledge of current
primary role academic advisors. However, this rating system did prompt discussion where
participants did discuss elements within NACADA’s Concept of Academic Advising and The
Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education (CAS) (Council for the
Advancement of Standards, 2015).
The Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education (CAS) “sets the
standards and guidelines for functional areas in higher education, including academic advising,
which can help guide the development of specific learning outcomes” (Farr & Cunningham,
2017, p. 10). On a scale of 0 to 4 with 4 being the most knowledgeable of The Council for the
Advancement of Standards in Higher Education, only two participants ranked themselves as
most knowledgeable with a score of four. One participant scored themselves at three, two
participants scored two, another two participants scored themselves at one, and ten participants
said zero, indicating no knowledge of the standards. When only looking at the participants that
completed or are currently completing graduate degree coursework in higher education, scores
were a bit more even. Two participants with graduate degree coursework shared a top score of
two, one participant scored themselves at three, two participants scored themselves at a level
two, zero indicated a level knowledge of one, and three stated no knowledge of the standards
with a score of zero.
Like the Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education (CAS) (Council
for the Advancement of Standards, 2015), NACADA’s Concept of Academic Advising also
describes common standards of academic advising at higher education institutions. The Concept
of Academic Advising provides the intentional aspects of academic advising: “the advising
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curriculum, ways advisors teach that curriculum (pedagogy), and the knowledge students gain
from the curriculum (learning outcomes)” (Cate & Miller, 2015, p. 42). On a scale of 0 to 4 with
4 being the most knowledgeable of NACADA’s Concept of Academic Advising, three
participants ranked themselves as most knowledgeable with a score of four. Two participants
scored themselves at three, four participants scored two, three participants scored themselves at
one, and five participants said zero, indicating they had no knowledge of the model. Scores were
a bit more even when only looking at the scores of participants that completed or are currently
completing graduate degree coursework in higher education; however, zero participants
indicated they were very knowledgeable about the Concept of Academic Advising and scored
themselves at the top score of four. Two participants with graduate degree coursework shared a
score of three, one participant scored themselves at two, two participants scored themselves at a
level one, and two indicated no knowledge of the Concept of Academic Advising with a score of
zero.
Participant knowledge of the two most used resources to assess academic advising varied;
however, after visiting each institutional website’s page dedicated to academic advising, in
addition to the specific college or department advising webpage for the university, I was able to
find, at minimum a mission statement for academic advising and expected student outcomes
from academic advising. In addition to an academic advising mission statement and expected
student learning outcomes, most institutions also had some sort of advising syllabus within the
website. Some had a university wide advising syllabus, others had a syllabus for the college,
department, or school. There were three institutions that had both a university-wide academic
advising syllabus as well as a specific department or college syllabus for academic advising.
Both documents were similar, but the department or college syllabus had specific statements
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directed towards the advising center. Other documents found on academic advising institutional
websites include guiding principles for academic advising; goals, values, and vision statements;
advising best practices, individual advisor philosophy statements, and advising structures for the
institution. Because of these advising documents on institutional websites, I believe that advisors
are aware of the expected outcomes of academic advising and how those outcomes are assessed
and evaluated, but are unfamiliar with the specific documents, resources, and terms specific to
advising assessment.
Throughout the interview process, advisors discussed student “accountability,” “taking
ownership,” and becoming “self-sufficient” as they progress in post-secondary education. I
shared in the literature that the primary role academic advisor is the sole individual at the
institution that is “at the nexus between the students who often arrive at the academy uninformed
and undefined and those who leave with identities and life direction shaped by a convergence of
influences (Drake, 2011, p. 11). Standing at the nexus is the academic advisor, the cultural
navigator for the institution, providing the tools and resources for students to become successful.
These goals that individual advisors stated for academic advising are the expected outcomes of
academic advising because they hope to equip students with the tools to become successful
throughout their educational career, advocate for their own needs, and to be able to use the
various resources across the institution to be successful. One participant mentioned that her goal
is for students “not to need her.” She discussed how she hopes to teach students the skills they
need so that they can progress and move forward without her.
How Equitable and Inclusive Environments are Created and Maintained
All participants expressed the need and the desire to expand their worldview to learn
more about the backgrounds and the cultures of students they work with as a primary role
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academic advisor. Not only did participants share that they want to learn more so that they can
better serve every student, but they also wanted to learn more for their own personal benefit. One
participant said that she had no idea how privileged she is and while she cannot change her
background, culture, and her privilege, she can take initiative to actively learn more about those
she serves and those she works with on campus. In the previous chapter, I discussed the two
themes that emerged during the interview process: validating students and being intentional
about diversity, equity, and inclusion training and development opportunities.
Advisors want to make sure that when a student is in their office, that student is the only
priority. That scheduled meeting is a specific time in which the student should feel heard, know
they matter, and feel physically and psychologically safe. As stated in the literature, advisors are
the cultural navigator for each individual student on campus. They provide a caring, welcoming
environment and work with each student one-on-one with a caring and empathetic attitude to
establish a sense of belonging required for a student to succeed. In doing so, they must validate
the needs and the concerns of the student. For example, advisors want to hold students
accountable, but like Craig described, an effective advisor never wants “someone to come into
my office and feel that I’m scolding them, disappointed in them, or make them feel invalidated,
because they’re clearly feeling that for a reason.” The goal is to provide a safe, equitable
environment for students so they can share their concerns and know they are valued.
Research Question 4
How did primary role academic advisors describe learning about student development theory?
Six participants reported zero knowledge of student development theory with no
recollection of past training or development when it was a topic. The six participants with zero
knowledge are currently working at one of four public institutions, two sets of advisors work at
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the same institution. Two participants reporting zero knowledge of student development theory
also work with another participant that reported learning about student development theory
through initial advisor training opportunities.
Six participants reported learning about student development theory through graduate
degree coursework within a higher education degree program. An additional four participants
reported learning about student development theory through graduate degree coursework (one
with undergraduate degree coursework) for a program outside of higher education. Two were
within health behavior education. Three participants discussed learning about student
development theory by self-learning opportunities such as outside training and development
sessions, exploring and searching for best practices and research. Two participants said they
learned through previous work experiences as a student worker: one working in a Student
Development Center and the other as a leader for an advising and counseling center on campus.
Only two participants reported learning about theories through initial training after becoming a
primary role academic advisor.
In summary, of 17 total participants, 10 learned about student development theory
through graduate school coursework, but 6 had zero knowledge of theories. One participant
started learning about theories related to academic advising as she started her job searching to
become a primary role academic advisor, and since earning her current role, she has only
continued to learn about theories related to advising because she is a member of NACADA and
because she purchased her own copy of NACADA’s The New Advisor Guidebook: Mastering
the Art of Academic Advising.
Literature indicates that effective primary role academic advisor training includes
theories related to academic advising. Musser and Yoder (2013) explained advising as “once a
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process of selecting the correct classes, advising now involves a multilayered series of
interactions that reflect a range of developmental, academic, social, personal, and institutional
issues” (p. 179). Because of the complex and diverse issues that arise during advising sessions,
knowing theory related to advising is imperative. They explain that theory “provides a
framework of ideas to help them make sense of the shifting situations they encounter” (Musser &
Yoder, 2013, p. 179-180). While advising is not cookie cutter and one size does not fit all,
“theory explains variations in student behavior and suggests approaches that advisors can use to
guide students in positive and helpful ways. Knowing the reasons behind student reactions can
free advisors to address situations proactively” (Musser & Yoder, 2013, p. 180). Failing to
provide training and development opportunities for academic advisors is irresponsible and puts
students and institutional student success metrics at risk. Administrators that hire new advisors
know the varied backgrounds of primary role academic advisors and know that not all new
advisors have previous knowledge of advising best practices, so failing to provide a
standardized, baseline training and development program puts students and the institution at risk.
This research indicated that current primary role academic advisors have varied degrees
of knowledge within student development theory. Some, especially those with graduate degrees
in a higher education field, know and understand student development theory and actively use
theories in practice. However, there were numerous participants that had zero knowledge of any
student development theories and how they could improve their current work with students.
While research has indicated that knowledge of theory enhances the abilities and effectiveness of
advisors, this research illustrated the knowledge, or lack thereof, of current primary role
academic advisors currently working with students.
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Research Question 5
What are the ways primary role academic advisors perceive that knowledge of student
development theory impacts their work with students?
Musser and Yoder (2013) made a strong case for constructivism serving as an umbrella
for the influence relevant theory has on the effectiveness of primary role academic advisors.
When establishing their argument, they wrote, “learning is an active process of constructing
rather than acquiring knowledge, and instruction is a process of supporting construction of
knowledge rather than communicating information” (p. 181). This is important because, when
exploring the different ways primary role academic advisors perceive that knowledge of student
development theory impacts their work with students, results indicated either a direct influence
or indirect influence, but the influence was through application of theory rather than the learned
knowledge. For example, one participant discussed how he will use theory when working with
students to validate the student’s concern or issue. He does not openly state, “Hey! I’m using this
theory on you!” but instead, mentions the theory, how it is backed by research, and then uses the
theory to validate the student’s concerns. Also, a first-generation student, the participant
discussed Family Achievement Guilt with a first year, first-generation student. By sharing the
description and characteristics of Family Achievement Guilt in addition to carefully sharing his
own experience, the participant effectively connected theory to practice validating the student’s
concerns and provided the student with the tools to be successful moving forward. He connected
his previous experience as a first-generation student, his knowledge of student development
theory and Family Achievement Guilt, the shared experiences and concerns of the student, and
used that information to best guide the student to be successful.
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Another newer primary role academic advisor that had just completed her graduate
coursework shared how Sanford’s Theory of Challenge and Support most influenced her work
with students. As students are learning and growing through their own experiences, primary role
advisors are alongside to help navigate them through a complex system. Lowenstein discussed
constructivism in connection to academic advising. He wrote, “advisors can help students
recognize the learning tasks ahead and repeatedly coach them through various stages of
accepting the challenge and monitoring the many twists and turns of the students’ changing ideas
over time” (Lowenstein, 2013, p. 248). One advisor concluded “it’s really incumbent upon us
advisors to challenge students … but if you over challenge them, they retreat into past responses,
which isn’t going to help them develop.” Another participant agreed, sharing that too much
support results in a lack of student ownership and responsibility, but too much challenge can
results in a student feeling defeated with a lack of support. She also stated that challenge and
support looks different for every student and even the types of challenge and support among
individual students differs according to the unique needs of each student on that given day.
Overall, knowledge of student development theory influences the work of primary role
academic advisors because knowledge of relevant theories impacts policy and advising strategy
and approaches. One participant shared that his students’ “experiences are not what mine were,
so I can’t pretend to think that I know how they feel in their current situation.” And, while
theories cannot be relied upon completely because each individual is different, that knowledge
provides a foundation for understanding and possible future implications. Another participant
shared that he relies on theories because “students are constantly changing” and how advisors are
“serving a different population of students” compared to five years ago. He added that it could
even be three years ago because of the impact the pandemic has had on student populations.
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Having a foundational knowledge of student development theory while also continuing to learn
about today’s student population and needs, along with the cultural background and influences of
the institution, helps advisors to better understand and serve students.
Recommendations for Practice
The participants in this qualitative, phenomenological study offered insights into the
educational and occupational backgrounds of primary role academic advisors at four-year public
institutions in the United States. Their experiences and perceptions illustrated the current
knowledge and experience of advising best practices that are directly related to institutional
student success metrics.
These recommendations are based on the study findings in connection to the literature
shared in Chapter 2. While all participants work at four-year public institutions in the United
States, these recommendations are applicable to any post-secondary institution utilizing primary
role academic advisors. Primary role academic advisors provide a valuable service to students
attending post-secondary education institutions because they are the cultural navigator for the
institution and, often, the single individual on campus in which there is consistent
communication and support. Data collected for this study provided evidence for the following
list of recommendations:


Higher education institutions should implement a standard, comprehensive, university
wide onboarding training program that all advisors on campus must complete prior to
beginning advising work with students.



Higher education administration should fully support a comprehensive advisor initial and
ongoing training and development for primary role academic advisors. Using
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NACADA’s New Advisor Development Chart as a guide, trainings should include
(Folsom et al., 2015):
o Conceptual Core Competency


The Pillars of Academic Advising



Advisor roles and responsibilities



Ethical issues in advising



Theory



Philosophy of advising

o Informational Core Competency




Internal (Institutional) Knowledge


Policies, regulations, procedures, and deadlines



Academic program requirements



General education program



Courses



Institutional resources

External (Non-institutional) Knowledge


Academic issues related to professional certification and licensure
requirement





Legal issues in advising



Community resources



Careers for students and the nature of employment

Knowledge of Student Needs
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Institutional level academic and demographic profiles and
retention data



Advising caseload, academic and demographic profiles, and
retention data




Self-Knowledge




Needs of special populations of students

Awareness of one’s own attitudes, beliefs, and values

Advising Tools and Resources: Managing Information


General information on programs, majors, and policies and
procedures



Advising technology



Advising tools



Organizational system

o Relational Core Competency




Communication Skills


Interviewing, communication, and referral skills



Career decision-making strategies

Advising Approaches




Approaches and strategies for working effectively with students

The professional field of academic advising has grown because professionals have
arrived in office from very different educational and occupational backgrounds and
experiences. Higher education administration should embrace the diverse backgrounds of
primary role academic advisors and use those diverse perspectives to expand
199

comprehensive training and development services as they can meet the diverse needs of
students on campus.


Higher education administration should fully support primary role professional
development so that advisors on campus have the most up-to-date best practices and tools
to best meet the needs of students on campus.



Higher education administrators should encourage advisors on campus to participate and
become actively involved in advisor research and scholarly inquiry.



Higher education administrators should review the advising mission and vision statement
for their respective institution so that an appropriate assessment of advisor effectiveness
can be created to best assess the work of advisors on campus. Primary role academic
advisors should be held accountable for bad advising and good advising practices should
be celebrated and acknowledged.



Higher education administration should recognize primary role academic advisors as
thought leaders on campus (Lowenstein, 2013). This would include ensuring that
advisors serve on administrative groups committees across campus so that they can share
their wealth of knowledge of the student body, their experiences, and their perspectives
with faculty, staff, and administration.



Higher education administration and the entire campus community should recognize that
advising is no longer a simple act of checking boxes and making sure that students are
registering for the correct courses. Instead, the campus community should recognize
primary role academic advisors as the cultural navigators for students on campus.
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Recommendations for Further Research
This study described the experience and perceptions of new, primary role academic
advisors currently working with students at higher education institutions in the United States. As
the lived experiences and perceptions were the participants’ own, continued research is
necessary. This study does contribute to the literature, but since the academic advising profession
is always changing and, with the pandemic, adapting to the growing needs of students, further
research is necessary.
Recommendations for future studies include:


Replication of this study because there is still much to learn about the experiences and
perspectives of primary role academic advisors at higher education institutions through a
phenomenography design.



Replication of this study, but using primary role academic advisors with different years of
experience.



Replication of this study using advisors from community colleges or private institutions
instead of a four-year public institution population.



Case study research of primary role academic advisor experience in becoming an advisor
and training and development offerings.



Survey research to gather primary role academic advisor backgrounds, experiences, and
perspectives.



Qualitative research on hiring practices for primary role academic advisors to learn what
administrators look for when hiring a primary role academic advisor. Now that academic
advising is emerging as a profession with graduate educational opportunities to learn
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about the profession, do hiring administrators look for an academic advising educational
background (or higher education graduate degree background) when hiring advisors?


Quantitative study researching the impact of advising on institutional student success
metrics.
If researchers choose to replicate this study, I do recommend either removing Research

Question 3 from the study or only using that research question 3 for the study. The six elements
within the Conceptual Core Competency are broad and can sometimes overlap into other
elements (and even into other competencies), creating a difficult data analysis process. There is
much to learn about the knowledge, backgrounds, and perceptions of primary role academic
advisors at higher education institutions.
Summary of Research
The purpose of this phenomenography was to understand the experiences, backgrounds,
and perspectives of primary role academic advisors at four-year public institutions in the United
States. Chapter 1 discussed the necessity for research of the experiences, backgrounds, and
perceptions of primary role academic advisors and contained the statement of the problem,
research questions, significance of the study, definition of terms, and limitations and
delimitations. Chapter 2 opened with the conceptual framework and a discussion of student
development theory before a presentation of the literature. The literature included the history of
academic advising, defining academic advising as a profession, current practices in academic
advising, and the connection between academic advising and student success. Chapter 3 outlined
the methodology used in this study along with the role of the researcher, description about the
design, information on participant selection, data collection and analysis, and trustworthiness.
Chapter 4 introduced the participant profiles, the notes and memos I collected throughout the
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study, and the results of the research questions from this study. Chapter 5 discussed the summary
of the information gathered from participants followed by recommendations for practice and
recommendations for future research.
As a phenomenological study, this research cannot generalize all participants’
experiences and perspectives. I am currently a primary role academic advisor at a four-year
public institution that, like many, never considered a career as a primary role academic advisor
and learned about the role through other experiences. Like many primary role academic advisors,
my training was not comprehensive (in fact, it was nonexistent!) and I did not learn that advising
was actually a profession with professional organizations like NACADA until over a year into
my work. This study arose out of curiosity as I continued to hear the diverse backgrounds
presented by academic advisors across the country during professional development
opportunities through NACADA. I wanted to know how advisors came to be advisors and,
without any standard guidelines or a direct path to academic advising, how primary role
academic advisors learned about best practices. From a constructivist perspective, I was curious
how knowledge was constructed.
This study was also conceived out of interest for future implications and practice in my
field. If higher education administrators hope to increase student success metrics on campus,
they must invest in primary role academic advisors and ensure that each advisor on campus has
the knowledge and tools to work with each student in their office. A strong, comprehensive
initial training must be a requirement before advisors meet with students and continuing training
and development must be available for advisors to continue their education. This study presented
suggestions for future research to better the success of each student on campus as well as the
success of the institution.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A: Introductory Email
SUBJECT: ACADEMIC ADVISOR RESEARCH STUDY PARTICIPANT SEARCH
Hello,
I am a doctoral candidate at East Tennessee State University (ETSU), and I am conducting a
research study to learn the education and occupation backgrounds of new primary role academic
advisors and how advisors entered and learned best practices about the profession. I am looking
for primary role academic advisors who new to the career (0-5 years employed) at a four-year
public, private, or public community college in the United States. This study involves a single
interview which should take about 60 minutes. The interview will take place virtually via Zoom.
Please think about participating. Participation is voluntary. If you have any questions, please
contact me at
Participant in Research Criteria
● Primary-role academic advisor
● Currently employed at a four-year public institution, private institution, or public community
college in the United States
● Undergraduate student caseload
● New advisor (total 0-5 years employed)
Research Study Steps
1. Interested participants complete form (link below)
2. Researcher will email selected participants informed consent form.
3. Researcher will email the participant a questionnaire to gather demographic information
and participant pseudonym to be used for data collection. The participant will also
schedule the interview using the Calendy App.
4. Before starting the Research Study Interview, the researcher will review the Informed
Consent with the participant. If the participant is still interested, they will provide oral
consent.
5. Research Study Interview (approximately 60 minutes)
6. After the interview, the researcher will follow-up with participant for transcript
verification and with possible questions for clarification.
If you are willing to participate in this study and meet the criteria, please follow the link here:
Sincerely,
Alicia N. Abney
Doctoral Candidate, Educational Leadership & Policy Analysis
East Tennessee State University
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Appendix B: Primary-Role Academic Advisor Research Study Participant Search Form
Thank you for your interest in my research. I am a doctoral candidate at East Tennessee State
University and am working on my dissertation titled “The Front Lines of Student Success: A
Phenomenography Exploring the Background and Knowledge of Primary Role Academic
Advisors in Higher Education.” I am looking for current primary-role academic advisors to
participate in an interview for research to learn more about the experiences and perspectives of
primary role academic advisors in the United States.
Please complete the following form if you are willing to participate in my research study. I
appreciate your time!
Full Name:
Email Address (used for future contact for this study):
Current Job Title:
Institution Name:
Institution Location (City/State):
Institution Type:
Total years employed as a primary-role academic advisor:
Do you recommend an advisor from your current or another institution that would be a perfect
candidate for this study? If so, what is their name and email?
When reaching out to the advisor(s) listed, may I mention that you recommended them for the
study?

Thank you for your willingness to participate in my research study! Please feel free to contact me
with any questions at
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Appendix C: Selected Participant Demographic Questionnaire
Contact Information
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Full Name:
Street Address:
City, State, Zip Code:
Work Phone
Alternate Phone:
Email Address:
To protect your identity, your name will not be used in the final report. Please choose an
appropriate alternate name/pseudonym:

Background Information
8. Age
9. Race/Ethnicity:
10. Gender:
11. What type of job(s) did you have prior to becoming a primary-role academic advisor?
Institutional Information
12. Institution Name:
13. Institution Location (City, State):
14. What is the total size of undergraduate student body at your institution?
a. 0-5,000
b. 5,000-10,000
c. 10,000-15,000
d. 15,000-20,000
e. 20,000-25,000
f. 25,000+
15. Institution Type:
a. 4-year public institution
b. 4-year private institution
c. Community College
d. Vocational School
e. Other:
Educational Background
Degree(s) Earned:
__ Bachelor’s Degree

__ Master’s Degree

__ Specialist Degree

__ PhD

Program/Major:
Institution:
Year Earned:

Program/Major:
Institution:
Year Earned:

Program/Major:
Institution:
Year Earned:

Program/Major:
Institution:
Year Earned:
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__ EdD

__ JD

__ Medical Degree

__ Other

Program/Major:
Institution:
Year Earned:

Program/Major:
Institution:
Year Earned:

Program/Major:
Institution:
Year Earned:

Program/Major:
Institution:
Year Earned:

____ Certificate(s) Earned: _______________________
Program/Major:
Institution:
Year Earned:
16. Are you currently earning or considering another degree? If so, what degree, program of
study, and institution(s)?
17. I have taken coursework in student development theory.
Yes
No
No, but I would like to.
Professional Organization Participation
18. Are you a member of NACADA: The Global Community for Academic Advising?
19. Are you a member of any other professional organizations related to higher education? If so,
what organizations?
Academic Advising Experience
20. How many years of experience as a professional (primary role) academic advisor?
21. How many years of experience do you have working in higher education (if different than
above)?
22. How many years of experience do you have as a professional (primary role) academic
advisor at your current institution?
23. What is your current title?
24. How long have you held this title?
25. What is the size of your advising load?
26. Which population(s) of students do you serve? (e.g., undeclared, transfer, first-year, major
specific)
27. Do you consider yourself to be more developmental or prescriptive in academic advising?
Developmental
Prescriptive
Unsure

28. Do you believe academic advising should be more developmental or prescriptive?
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Developmental
Prescriptive
Unsure
29. Academic advising should aid in the development of the whole student.
Yes
No
Maybe
Advising Program Structure
30. Approximately how many professional (primary role) academic advisors are employed at
your institution?
31. Does your campus utilize faculty advisors? If so, how?
32. What type of advising model does your institution utilize?
a. Shared advising model: "where some advisors meet with students in a central
administrative unit (i.e., an advising center), while others advise students in the
academic department of their discipline" (Pardee, 2004, para. 3). This model
incorporates the use of both faculty and professional advisors (Pardee, 2004).
b. Decentralized advising model: where students are assigned either a faculty advisor or
primary-role academic advisor from a specific college or department within the
institution, usually within the student's academic discipline (Pardee, 2004).
c. Centralized advising model: "where professional and faculty advisors are housed in
one academic or administrative unit" (Pardee, 2004, para. 3).
d. Other: (please describe)
33. How are students assigned advisors at your institution?
34. What is the name of your advising office or unit?
35. How many professional (primary role) academic advisors work in your specific unit?
36. Do you supervise advisors? If so, how many?
Advising Job Responsibilities
This information will help me to prepare for our upcoming interview.
Please describe your current job responsibilities.

Research Study Interview
Please follow this link to schedule a day and time that best fits your schedule for the research
interview. If you are unavailable during the times available, please contact me at
so that we
can find a time that is best for you.

Thank you for taking the time to complete the research study participant demographics
questionnaire. This information will help me to prepare for our upcoming interview so that my
questions can be intentional and based on your experiences and background.
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Appendix D: Interview Questions
1. Tell me about your path to becoming a primary role academic advisor.
● How did you learn about academic advising as a professional career?
● What was your employment experience prior to becoming a primary role academic
advisor?
● What was your educational experience prior to becoming a primary role academic
advisor? Do you plan to continue your education?
● How has your educational path impacted your abilities to serve in your current role?
● How has your employment background/lack of employment background in academic
advising impacted your abilities to serve in your current role?
● Tell me about your training experiences upon becoming a primary role academic advisor.
Tell be about your professional development experiences.
2. What specific education did you have to prepare you as a primary role academic
advisor in your current position?
● Did you have any special education or training that prepared you for becoming an
academic advisor? If so, what?
● Are you advising a specific population of students based on your educational
experience(s)?
● Are you advising a specific population of students based on your previous job
experiences(s)?
● Do you fill an affinity toward specific types of students?
3. Tell me about your advising philosophy.
● How has your advising style evolved throughout your career?
● How do you envision your philosophy will evolve in the future?
4. What do you know about the Pillars of Academic Advising? Rank yourself on a scale of
1 to 5 with 5 being the most knowledgeable on your knowledge of the Pillars of
Academic Advising as I read them aloud.
a. NACADA’s Concept of Academic Advising
b. NACADA’s Core Values of Academic Advising
c. NACADA’s Core Competency Model for Academic Advising
d. The Council for the Advancement of Standards (CAS)
5. How did you learn about NACADA’s Core Competency Model, specifically the
Conceptual Core Competency?
● What is your experience with NACADA’s Conceptual Core Competency within the Core
Competency Model?
6. What do you want students to learn from academic advising?
● How do you determine whether your advising meeting with a student is successful?
7. What are your most developed advising skills?
● Are there any strategies that you use regularly when you advise students?
● What do you feel is the most important part of your work?
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8. What method of advising do you believe is the most effective when working with
students and why?
9. What topics related to academic advising are you interested in pursuing?
10. What knowledge and skills do you believe an individual needs to have to be an effective
academic advisor?
● If you were tasked to create an advising workshop for new advisors, what would you
include?
11. How important do you believe academic advising is in contributing towards a student’s
overall higher education experience?
● What is the importance of student engagement within your own philosophy of advising?
● Tell me about a time when you helped to foster student development?
● What is your approach to facilitating student goal setting?
● How do you help or encourage the development of life skills?
12. What is your experience with student development theory?
● How did you learn about student development theory?
● Which theorists influence your advising practice the most? Why? How do you connect
theory to everyday practice?
● How does student development theory impact your relationship and goals when meeting
with students?
● Do you believe that knowing and keeping up to date with student development theory
impacts your work with students as a primary role academic advisor? Why or why not?
● What practices do you use to develop a student’s identity?
● Which identity theories do you use or seek to investigate in relation to advising?
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Appendix E: UNL NACADA Core Competencies Self-Assessment
Conceptual Competencies
Does Not Somewhat Describes
Describe Describes
Me
Me
Me
C1. The history and role of
academic advising in higher
education.
I understand how academic
advising emerged in higher
education as a function of
faculty membership.
I understand how academic
advising has changed over
time and how primary-role
advisors emerged during the
student personnel movement.
I understand how advising has
begun the process of
professionalization.
I understand the history and
role of academic advising at
UNL, including the mixed
model of faculty and
professional advisors across
colleges.
I understand the development
of major conceptualizations of
academic advising (e.g.,
developmental advising,
advising as teaching, advising
as synthesis, etc.).
I understand the major trends
in academic advising,
including the current ‘student
success’ movement.
C2. NACADA’s Core Values
of Academic Advising
I know what the NACADA
Core Values of Academic
Advising are.
I use the NACADA Core
Values of Academic Advising
when making challenging
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Strongly
Describes
Me

Comments

decisions or working through
ethical dilemmas.
I have considered the
NACADA Core Values of
Academic Advising and how
they are similar to and
different from my own
professional values.
C3. Theory relevant to
academic advising.
I have learned about key
theories relevant to academic
advising from fields like
learning sciences; college
student development;
sociology; psychology;
philosophy; ethnic, area, and
Indigenous studies; career
development; counseling and
human development;
organization and management;
and others.
I use these theories to inform
my daily practice with
students.
I draw upon different theories
when I encounter situations
with students that have never
happened to me before.
I read literature (books,
research articles, news articles)
about theory and its
application to advising or
working with college students
more broadly on an ongoing
basis.
C4. Academic advising
approaches and strategies
I have learned about key
approaches and strategies for
academic advising such as
coaching; solution-focused
questioning; appreciative
advising; strengths-based
advising; developmental
advising; advising as teaching
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and learning;
intrusive/proactive advising;
narratological advising;
hermeneutic advising;
motivational interviewing; and
critical advising.
I use one or more of these
approaches in my daily
practice with students.
I adapt my approach to meet
the needs of each individual
student and their specific
needs.
I read literature (books,
research articles, news articles)
about advising approaches and
their efficacy, use with
particular student populations,
and means of implementation
on an ongoing basis.
C5. Expected outcomes of
academic advising.
I am aware of campus- and/or
unit-level outcomes
established for academic
advising at UNL.
I am familiar with learning
outcomes for advising more
generally, including the
Council for the Advancement
of Standards in Higher
Education (CAS): Standards
for Academic Advising
Programs and NACADA’s
Concept of Academic
Advising.
I routinely prepare for and
engage in advising interactions
that aim to achieve one or
more of these learning
outcomes.
C6. How equitable and
inclusive environments are
created and maintained.
I understand my own
identities, biases, privileges,
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and relationship to stereotypes
and how these can influence
how I engage with students.
I regularly spend time
considering institutional
context and how it may
include or exclude students
based on their various
identities and roles.
I am aware of the idea that
individuals are more than just
the sum of a list of disparate
identities and that these
identities may interact in ways
that are complex and nuanced.
I consider the identities and
needs that students have
embraced when choosing from
theories or approaches to
advising, rather than my
assumptions about which
identities are most salient for
students.
I engage in intentional
reflection and seek out new
resources (including advising
literature) that help to
contribute to a more equitable
and inclusive environment in
my office and across campus.
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